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This thesis is an ethnographic study of how gender inequalities are reproduced in the spaces of a 
progressive Secondary School in the UK.  It explores how knowledge is constructed in a school 
committed to diversity and equality, and considers how and when gender becomes an obscured 
but pivotal point in the negotiation of power.  Through observations of student and staff in 
lessons, focus groups and interviews, this research contributes to the understanding of how girls 
are expected to perform femininities in pedagogic spaces.  Focusing on how girls read and make 
meaning of local knowledge I explore how their choices of accommodation or resistance to 
traditional femininities are shaped. Through a detailed ethnographic narrative of the girls’ lived 
experiences, this thesis maps the ways and the extent to which girls are willing to step outside 
traditional gender expectations. Mapping this movement highlights the girls’ enactment of 
agency and resistance to gender limitations in pedagogy that historically conflate masculinities 
with spaces such as science and athletics, naturalizing gender inequalities in the classroom.   In 
doing so, this study contributes to the growing body of literature regarding the relevance of 
gender in pedagogic spaces and how it informs social status and power.   
Central to this argument is how girls work within and across different sets of competing 
discursive narratives as their intersectionalities create multiple and often conflicting 
expectations. As these multiplicities are revealed, the girls develop an awareness of the 
contradictions of traditional binary beliefs allowing them to deconstruct dominant gender 
narratives.  Highlighting the girls’ alternative positional choices troubles normalizing gender 
notions exposing the schools’ taken-for-granted knowledge.  In viewing the schools’ normalizing 
discourses as remarkable this thesis furthers the understanding of how schools become sites for 
the production of gender.  By exploring how girls make meaning of their daily gendered 
experiences and how they conceptualize and navigate the successes or sacrifices of their actions, 
this research suggests further focus on girls’ empowerment with the goal of decreasing 


























I met teacher Linda outside the main campus of the new school building directly after lunch 
break.  She was bright and cheerful with an attitude of support and inclusion toward me.  My 
anxiety about being either an outsider or an imposition, were immediately put to rest by her 
enthusiasm.  She took me on a tour of the new school facilities.  As we walked up a, bright, wide 
stairway with glass wall views to the outside garden areas, we approached a second-floor level 
with an expansive, transparent view of all the common areas of the school.  Even on this cloudy 
Scottish day, the reflection through the multiple and massive, reflexive glass walls created layers 
of light that illuminated all the activity below. The high ceilings and sweeping spaces gave a 
sense of ‘wide open’ that made you feel like you could fly out into it like a bird.  My pupils dilated 
and I caught my breath, hearing myself audibly exhale ‘ahhhhhh’.  It was unlike any school I had 
seen in Scotland.  It was like walking onto a futuristic movie set.  Instead of small, dingy, winding 
corridors and staircases with broken tiles, there were open, brightly lit, unrestricted spaces that 
made you breathe deep and relax your shoulders.  Entire walls constructed of glass allowed 
unobstructed perspectives to all directions on all three levels.  It was a panoramic view of the 
entire circulatory system of the school.  My heart began to beat faster.  It was impressive! It 
made me feel hopeful.  It felt like there were endless possibilities for success here. 
I commented to Linda how much I liked the big windows and the ability to view so much activity.  
She told me that the school was a similar design to a prison with the goal of creating easy 
viewing of common spaces.  She exemplified this by pointing out our current ability to see the 
computer, assembly and recreational spaces on the lower floor as well as the three levels of 
corridors that encircled the perimeter of the common areas.  As she described the goals of the 
school build I stood, feeling a bit omnipotent, looking down through the glass at a group of boys 
in the computer area. They were clearly off task, laughing and clowning, rolling their chairs 
around attempting to make a train.  Linda also noticed and mentioned that using chairs in this 
way was against the school rules.  At that very moment, one of the boys stopped.  His whole 
body tightened in posture and he pricked his ears up like a fox.  He held his head very still but did 
not look in our direction.  I knew he was viewing our shadowy figures overhead in his peripheral 
vision but didn’t want to alert us to it.  He was aware of our presence in the glass above.  He 
released his panic freeze and turned his head further away so we couldn’t see him speaking, and 
appeared, by the reaction of the other boys, to engage them in conversation.  Suddenly the other 
boys let go of each other’s chairs and broke the train moving back to their computer stations and 
resuming their work.  The original boy turned his head back in our direction, not making direct 
eye contact, but using his peripheral vision again to see if we were still watching.  Of course…we 
were. 
Fieldnotes 6/18/2015  
  
My mood as I stood silhouetted in the glass above the students, quickly shifted from one of 
elation to a kind of despotic dread.  I suddenly felt uncomfortable.  I felt like a kind of voyeur, 
like a jailor, like a police officer.  My silhouetted gaze had altered the boy’s choice of behaviour.  
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I was part of a mechanism capable of producing homogeneous forms of power.  Foucault (1977) 
describes Bentham’s architectural panopticon prison in this way: 
…at the periphery an annular building; at the centre, a tower; this tower is pierced with 
wide windows that open onto the inner side of the ring; the peripheric building is 
dividing into cells, each of which extends the whole width of the building; they have two 
windows, one on the inside, corresponding to the windows of the tower; the outer, on 
the outside, allows light to cross the cell from one end to the other.  All that is needed, 
then, is to place a supervisor in a central tower and to shut up in each cell a madman, a 
patient, a condemned man, a worker or a schoolboy.  By the effect of backlighting, one 
can observe from the tower, standing out precisely against the light, the small captive 
shadows in the cells of the periphery.  They are like so many cages, so many small 
theatres, in which each actor is alone, perfectly individualized and constantly 
visible….laying down the principle that power should be visible and unverifiable.  
(Foucault, 1977; p 200-210) 
 
Linda talked further about the benefits of the new build, not just in terms of catching students 
misbehaving, but also the safety it creates for students who are often marginalized or bullied.  
The decrease of nooks and crannies where the more aggressive students can hide unnoticed, 
unseen and unpoliced, has allowed the more vulnerable students to travel around the school 
openly, decreasing their anxiety.  Linda stated she believes the open, safe design of the school 
has changed the overall climate, reducing fears and anxiety and increasing the feeling of 
freedom and happiness for students and staff.  I could see the logic in what she was saying, and I 
liked the idea of greater safety for the more vulnerable students.   However, as Foucault points 
out these spaces are also ‘cages’ and ‘theatres’ that inevitably bring about the unspoken 
pressure of homogony.  Being on constant display must magnify the expectation of conformity 
making it difficult for students who are atypical or deviating from the norms.  How much impact 
does this observational environment have on behavioural performances?  This was my 
introduction of Sophia Jex-Blake Secondary School, the site of my research into the dynamics of 
gender discourse on girls’ identity construction. 
 
Sophia Jex-Blake Secondary School 
The Sophia Jex-Blake secondary school is a state funded, non-denominational community school 
of 1211 students.  The school is nestled in a picturesque neighbourhood in a city in the United 
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Kingdom.  While the admissions policy is non-selective, the school draws its students from its 
direct area, whose close proximity to a major University means that the student body comes 
largely from a well-educated, middle-class background; indeed many of the students who attend 
the school are from the families of academics working at the University.  Considered one of the 
most diverse and progressive schools in all of the UK, SJB is committed to goals of fairness and 
equality.  As stated on the school website, SJB is very proud that forty-three official languages 
are currently spoken in the school.  Celebrating the school’s diverse cultures is an ‘integral part 
of reinforcing the school’s ethos that “we value the diversity which exists amongst us” 
(“SJBwebsite,” 2016). 
Recently awarded the state school of the year, SJB is reported by the Good School Guide (The 
Good School Guide, 2017) to have a waiting list of more than 150 students.  With a pupil teacher 
ratio of 13.5.1 much higher than the National average of 10.0.1, this school consistently tests 
above the National average on accredited awards.  Whereas the National average of school 
leavers entering positive destinations is 64%, SJB leavers rank at 94%.  With an outstanding 
academic record, this culturally diverse comprehensive secondary school provides an excellent 
perspective from which to view the dynamics of gender discourses on girls’ identity 
construction.  Embracing a strong ethos of diversity, this progressive school says that it strives to 
encourage each student to ‘be self-confident, inquiring, tolerant, positive, well-rounded, 
independent and an individual who respects and appreciates the value of growing up in a 
culturally diverse and enriched world’ (“SJBwebsite,” 2016).  This view appears to be 
corroborated by the students I met during my fieldwork who attend the school.  For example, 
Danica, a sixteen-year old, 6-form student stated:  
Ummm…as well as it being quite diverse as far as where people are from and what types 
of people are in the school, I think it’s more about diversity as far as people’s 
personalities and people’s opinions and stuff. I think, I really do like that part of this 
school and how it’s sort of recognized.  I think it’s kind of like that in every school, just 
because groups of people are always going to be diverse.  But this school kind of does 
enforce it…well…not enforce it but kind of highlights it.  (Danica laughs)  Enforce is the 
wrong word.  Highlights it’s there and embraces it.  So that’s good. 
Interview 1/7/2016  
 
Sophia Jex-Blake secondary school is one of the few in the city that does not require students to 
wear uniforms.  According to the Head Teacher the idea behind the discontinuation of uniforms 
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was to allow a greater understanding and appreciation of diversity.  In my interviews with 
students I was informed that there had been a vote about using uniforms and the parents had 
voted to decline uniforms.  The majority of students I interviewed expressed support for the 
decision.  They felt that it made their school unique in the area and supported the progressive 
values of the school. In a focus group, Fourteen-year-old Ellen told me:  
There was quite a lot of disagreement about uniforms.  Some people really wanted it 
and think that they looks smart.  And I agree that it does, but it’s nice just to…our old 
Head school was working on diversity and celebrating that, or being allowed to express 
and wear whatever you want to. It’s been part of our school for a long time. It’s like Jex-
Blake is one of two schools that doesn’t have a uniform.  We are kind of known for it. 
(Group agreement)  You can always tell people from Jex-Blake.  It’s the school with no 
uniform.   
Focus group 11/20/2015 
In a focus group, sixteen-year-old, 6-form student Kim suggested: 
 I feel like self-expression is so much more important.  Another thing about uniforms, it’s 
like strictly imposing uniforms kinda teaches them…ummm...(another participant 
interjects:  ‘To conform’) Yea, to conform.  And that what they are wearing and whether 
they have nail varnish on or dyed hair or like, dread locks or whatever; that will have an 
effect on their learning and the way they are perceived and I don’t think it should. 
Focus group 11/20/2015 
Founded around 1800 as one of the first entirely free schools, this institution has a long history 
of commitment to education as a means to equality.  The ideologies of tolerance to diversity are 
significant to SJB’s identity and a part of the school’s social knowledge, often discussed in focus 
groups and interviews.  Students, staff and teachers regularly expressed the importance of these 
beliefs to their understanding of the school.  In positioning itself as an institution that strives to 
teach tolerance in a culturally varied world SJB proudly highlights its cultural differences stating, 
‘We value this diversity and take opportunities to celebrate our differences.’  With a history 
firmly established in the local culture, SJB also celebrates and maintains its own traditions by 
offering classes in Gaelic, a language in which the Head Teacher is proud to be fluent. 
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SJB has recently undergone a complete rebuild of the physical school site.  The new facility, 
funded by the Scottish Hub initiative1, is referred to as one of the most unique high school 
buildings in the UK, with floor to ceiling windows to maximise light and create an open, 
transparent environment that improves safety and acceptance for its students.  Multiple open 
social spaces, outdoor courtyards and assembly spaces with special panelled ceilings which 
carefully transmit sound create a calming and inclusive environment for learning according to 
the Head Teacher.  In an online article from South East Scotland Hub, the Head Teacher states, 
‘The Building is extraordinarily quiet.  We find it calmer as a result of that.  The feeling of light 
and space that it affords is just wonderful.’ (“hubsoutheastscotland,” 2016).   
It is clear from my interviews and observations that students are aware of their school’s 
reputation and proud of its progressive ethos. Students in a 6th form focus group discussed with 
me what they valued about their school, describing a diverse and respectful school environment: 
Fiona:  That there are a lot of different people from social backgrounds. 
Sophia:  No discrimination, really.  I think in my six years here I’ve never really seen any   
 bullying. 
Molly:  The relationships between the pupils and teachers. We are treated like adults. 
Brie:  Yea, there’s no really, like…punitive…I’ve never been in detention. 
Danica:  Especially as you get further up in the school.  It’s basically like…especially like Ms Hale.  
It’s like the best example of somebody who is completely on your level and what you’re doing. 
Molly:  Teachers aren’t in charge.  Well, they are, but they are not controlling what you do. 
Focus group 11/13/2015 
 
Mr MacKay 
I first met with the Head Teacher Mr MacKay at 6pm on June 18th, 2015.  He had generously 
carved-out time between his classroom day and the evening of clubs and parent meetings 
including Gaelic club.  His office was large and well organized, but had the air of movement and 
activity with bits and pieces of projects placed around the room.  Colourful student posters were 
propped against a wall behind his desk.  Architectural plans for the new school buildings were 
laid across a nearby sideboard.  He moved several Gaelic books out of the way as we sat down at 
the table.  He offered me tea and asked my permission to eat a banana while we spoke, before 
his next meeting.  I declined tea, but supported his goal of a snack. I realized he had given up 
                                                          
1 The Scotland-wide hub programme is based on a partnership between the public and private sectors to 
deliver new community facilities that are built by five hub companies spread across Scotland.   
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what was probably his one break during a potentially twelve-hour day to talk with me, and I was 
grateful for his time. 
We chatted comfortably for about an hour while he told me about his school, its prominence in 
the community, and its top rating amongst the local schools.  He mentioned a few times that 
most of his students come from upper middle-class families.  He seemed both proud of this 
school community legacy as well as concerned that it might not meet the needs of my research. I 
wondered if he believed I was more likely to find gender inequalities in a lower socioeconomic 
environment.  I gave him a brief description of my interest in gender expectations and how they 
impacted girls in their life trajectories.  He was very proud to tell me that there were no gender 
inequalities at SJB, as girls were seen and supported as leaders throughout the school.  He also 
told me that his two daughters attended SJB and were both interested in science careers. I was 
glad to hear it.  I thanked him for his time and arranged to begin observations the next week.  I 
told him I was very excited to see how SJB had established gender equality. 
 
Discipline and power in pedagogy 
I felt pleased with this friendly and welcoming research location, and I contemplated the 
potential for more extensive data based on the school’s commitment to tolerance and inclusion.  
However, I also knew that there is often a disconnect between intention and practice as the 
roots of inequality run deep in the history of our social structures and are often obscured from 
our view.  I reflected back on how my silhouette in the glass above the students changed their 
behaviour without any words spoken or acknowledgements made.  I considered how power 
emerges through such disciplinary surveillance to regulate social behaviours.  I pondered the 
school’s concepts of inclusion and diversity which situate and fix ideals of normalcy, constructing 
boundaries which can be used to exclude others.   
Foucault’s ideas are useful in understanding how inequalities occurring in the school setting are 
influenced by the productive power of discipline in pedagogy. Foucault (1977) suggests that we 
are all part of a web of complex power relationships influenced by political and economic 
gravities making our bodies both productive and subjective.  It can be argued that our individual 
social behaviour is influenced by the surveillance of socio-political systems and their resulting 
rewards and punishment. ‘Discipline ‘makes’ individuals; it is the specific technique of a power 
that regards individuals both as objects and as instruments of its exercise’ (Foucault, 1977; p 
170).  Pedagogic ideologies are ripe with this style of disciplinary power as surveillance is a 
significant factor working from top to bottom in educational environments:  
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This enables the disciplinary power to be both absolutely indiscreet, since it is 
everywhere and always alert, since by its very principle it leaves no zone of shade and 
constantly supervises the very individuals who are entrusted with the task of 
supervising; and absolutely ‘discreet’, for it functions permanently and largely in silence.  
Discipline makes possible the operation of a relational power that sustains itself by its 
own mechanism and which, for the spectacle of public events, substitutes the 
uninterrupted play of calculated gazes.  Thanks to the techniques of surveillance, the 
‘physics’ of power, the hold over the body operate according to the laws of optics and 
mechanics, according to a whole play of spaces, lines, screens beams, degrees and 
without recourse, in principle at least, to excess, force or violence.  
(Foucault, 1977; p 177) 
It is through the use of penalties and rewards that individuals are enticed to inhabit subjective 
positionings as micro-penalties create electric fence performance boundaries silently indicating 
rules for acceptable forms of behaviour. These rules carry with them a set of social values 
through the use of permitted and excluded binaries, homogenizing and normalizing behaviour 
while establishing and maintaining norms of social judgement.  Surveillance, or nature of being 
seen, is a form of discipline and domination through a normalizing gaze that propels individuals 
as objects and subjects in a political web of knowledge (Foucault, 1977).  Foucault goes on: 
It is easy to understand how the power of the norm functions within a system of formal 
equality, since within a homogeneity that is the rule, the norm introduces, as a useful 
imperative and as a result of measurement, all the shading of individual differences.  
(Foucault, 1977; p 183) 
While other ethnographies have used Foucault’s ideas to theorize practices in education (see for 
example: Pignatelli, 1998; Tamboukou and Ball 2003; Youdell, 2006; Hill, 2009; Ball, 2012) I 
utilize Foucault’s concepts of relational power and discipline in relation to the production of 
gender and other identities. Foucault’s concept of power as relational rather than homogeneous 
results in an effective framework from which to view the everyday practices of an educational 
community (Hill, 2009) as ‘with power at its extremities, in its ultimate destinations, with those 
points where it becomes capillary, that is, in its more regional and local forms of institutions’ 
(Foucault, 1980; p 96).  Although it is outside the scope of this project to attempt a thorough 
Foucauldian genealogy to the micro-practices of this school community, this ethnography strives 
to consider the historical foundations of discourses that influence the local knowledge. While 
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they don’t discuss gender, I do take from their analysis the way in which they offer a detailed 
snapshot of how power operates in this community with a ‘focus on the micro-operations of 
power, being sensitive to local struggles and the achievement of local solutions (Tamboukous 
and Ball, 2003; p 4) recover excluded subjects and silenced voices (Hill, 2009). 
With the goal of amplifying the voices of those who are often silenced and excluded this study is 
moved to tell the stories of girls’ everyday experiences.  How they are negotiating and navigating 
social discourses that create and reproduce gendered inequalities in their educational institution 
help us in exploring the development of the girls’ positionings.  By viewing their accommodation, 
resistance or reconfiguration to the subjectivities they are offered, this research strives to 
recognize the socially constructed rules which create meaning about who they are and who they 
are expected to be.  In order to map how these local rules are picked up as social truths, I 
consider the dominant discourses in one progressive school environment as well as the 
corresponding alternative reflections that are ignored and erased.  By viewing which discourses 
the girls are resisting I attempt to track the movement of cultural dissent and the potential for 
social change and equality (Sullivan, 2004).  Of significance to this project is how these positions 
also dictate their access to culturally and historically driven forms of power.  Recognizing that 
there is a previous body of work addressing issues of gender and power, this research strives to 
further explore the nuances of how gender and power are constructed and viewed in a 
progressive secondary school which is committed to ideals of equality and inclusivity.   
 
Knowledge, power and gender  
Thus far, I have explored some key aspects of SJB through my early interactions with the school 
community and a brief introduction of how I am viewing power and discipline in pedagogy.  
Because my interest in this thesis is the school as a specific site for the production and re-
production of gender identities, I will now continue to an explanation of the relationship of 
knowledge, power and gender.  It has been argued there are many intersectionalities that come 
together to make up our individual experiences of life (Crenshaw, 1998), but none are as 
comprehensive as gender.  We are assigned group membership before birth based on an ultra-
sound image and our lives are implicitly governed by expectations and rules that are socially 
constructed (Ruble and Martin, 1998; Paechter, 2007).  We begin to identify ourselves and 
others as members of the group of males or females and the rules of that group membership 
impact our personal identity, our choices, our behaviours, our opportunities and how we are 
recognized and treated by others for the rest of our lives (Connell, 1995).  When I first began my 
classroom observations, I was initially concerned to find the majority of my field notes were 
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addressing the privileged behaviours of boys; the girls often remaining silent and invisible as 
patriarchal social norms reinforce an androcentric community (Case, 2007; Coston and Kimmel, 
2010; McIntosh, 2012).  Therefore, how normal school personnel considered the boys’ 
behaviour emerged as a significant part of this research:  heterosexual male privilege, I found, 
seemed to roam unrestricted, unacknowledged and unrecognized in these pedagogic spaces. 
In order to better understand how gender informs power in SJB, we must first understand how 
social knowledge is created and accorded power.  It has been argued that every society has 
discourses they accept and present as truth produced though the power of group consent. 
Foucault (1991) referred to this process as the “general politics” of truth stating it is our inability 
to recognize these naturalized norms as potentially unnatural that influences our behaviour, 
driving us to unconsciously police ourselves into disciplined compliance.  Often competing and 
vying for status and power, these discourses can be highly political (Foucault, 1977).  They 
inform how we are expected to behave based on our gender category.  Like secret messages, 
they reveal and open spaces which allow acceptable gender performances while inhibiting and 
constricting others. I endeavour to surface the discursive messages circulating in the school 
community in order to understand how the girls negotiate and make meaning of them.  In 
locating the source, the movement and the power of these discourses I hope to create an 
accurate depiction of the girls’ lived experiences. 
Recognizing how knowledge is constructed and organized is the path to identifying and analysing 
the discursive messages within social systems. Social knowledge is not constructed in a linear 
fashion, but rather through a web of interactions and directions.  Through this web, social norms 
implicitly communicate discourses which offer subjective positionings or ‘roles’ in the local 
narrative.  These positionings imply information on character attributes, privileges and 
limitations. The resulting performances and corresponding narratives are constructed 
collaboratively, directed and policed by our communities of practice.  By isolating the 
frameworks of these narratives we can view which ‘roles’ the girls are offered and how they are 
interacting with these positionings as well as the social knowledge that constructs them (Davies, 
1989).  Davies and Harre suggest: 
 A subject position incorporates both a conceptual repertoire and a location of persons 
within the structure of rights of those that use that repertoire.  Once having taken up a 
particular position as one’s own, a person inevitably sees the world from the vantage 
point of that position and in terms of the particular images, metaphors, story lines and 
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concepts which are made relevant within the particular discursive practice in which they 
are positioned.  
(Davies and Harre, 1990; p 46) 
To effectively locate inequalities in our pedagogic principles we must view the messages being 
deployed, who deploys them and how they are mobilized.  We must consider ‘the nature of 
institutions and the constraints that they impose on practices that take place both within and 
outside the institution’ (Bloor and Bloor, 2013; p 27). As we map the discourses of institutional 
power structures that support inequalities at SJB we can view ‘how powerful groups, sometimes 
with the tacit ‘co-operation’ of the less powerful, can use language to maintain inequality’ (Bloor 
and Bloor, 2013; p 85).    
To further explore these inequalities we must consider the importance of knowledge and power 
and their intimate connection as they presuppose each other: power producing knowledge and 
knowledge producing power (Foucault, 1977; Paechter, 2000).   Power is also gendered, based 
on its relationship to knowledge.  The recognition of an individual’s sexed body immediately 
situates them in a power relationship with all the binary implications of their gendered category, 
allowing different degrees of agency to individuals as the naturalized knowledge surrounding 
gender impacts our access to power and how we interact with our world (Paechter, 2000).  
Butler (1995) describes the intractability of gender as a significant component to individual 
identity as women are produced by patriarchal power even while resisting it.  The individual 
body then becomes a point of power which constitutes subjectivities within this web of power 
(Weedon, 1989).   
While social discourses produce and transmit power, they also expose power (Foucault 1998).  
The impact of power can produce compliance or resistance to subjectivities, as its relational and 
capillary nature allow multiple points of resistance (Foucault, 1982; Paechter, 2000).  Individuals 
may attempt to deviate from their subjective positioning based on conflicting and competing 
discourses and disrupt or resist power (St. Pierre, 2000).  A certain degree of freedom from 
dominant discourses can be achieved when an individual reinterprets, changes or resists their 
socially sanctioned performance.  These individuals can achieve agency by shifting social 
knowledge and convincing other individuals in the group to recognize resistance and change, 
therefore shifting social power (MacNaughton, 2005).  How social power is constructed and 
understood is significant to my research as I strive to further excavate the social process of 
gender inequality and how it is implicitly embedded in this school culture.   
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Foucault (1977) describes power as omnipresent and capillary and moving from point to point in 
human relationships as power is inveigled based on who and what is valued through the 
controlling politics and privilege of these ‘truths’.  It can be argued that power cannot exist 
without mobilization (Foucault, 1982), as a ‘discourse transmits and produces power; it 
reinforces it but it also undermines and exposes it, renders it fragile and makes it possible to 
thwart it’ (Foucault, 2012; p 101).  Because power is relational (Foucault, 1982), domination can 
occur on many levels; personal, cultural and institutional.  Based on its capillary nature, power 
and resistance cannot be viewed exclusively from one reference point, but instead as multiple 
points of resistance.  This plurality of power is influenced by the shifting, fracturing and changing 
of unities and groupings based on the transitory nature of discourses. (Foucault, 2012).  In order 
to understand how social inequalities become embedded into social structures, Mcintosh (2003) 
developed the term “conferred dominance” to describe the privileged power of one group over 
another as intersectionalities are obscured and groups are essentialized and normalize to 
support forms of privilege that result in inequalities. She suggests ‘Heterosexual and male 
privilege both connect to a gendered system of oppression and social norms and roles that 
restrict behaviours for women and men’ (McIntosh, 2010; p 724). Bloor and Bloor (2013) further 
this concept to include how it becomes obscured asserting, ‘Prejudice can pervade discourse and 
it can often go unnoticed except by those who are its target.’ (p 43). 
Connell (2009) continues stating it is the power behind the specific patterns in the gender order 
that is harmful.  Through the underlying contradiction in gender appropriation we can see 
unequal opportunities; better conditions, pay and career prospects for men over women as well 
as the patriarchal inheritance of wealth and organizational control.  This power imbalance has a 
significant impact on the collective resources of society and can evoke a sense of passivity or 
weakness for women generated by a sense of enforced dependence on men (Connell, 2009).  
Also impacted is women’s access to resources such as education, employment, living situations 
as well as the potential for victimization and abuse (Meekosha, 2006).   
Connell (1987) goes on to further explain the construction of the gender order through the 
conceptual terms of hegemonic masculinities and emphasised femininities.  In order to comply 
with social gender expectations people learn to construct themselves or channel their behaviour 
as male or female by displaying exemplars of masculinity and femininity (Connell, 2009).  
Hegemonic masculinities are culturally valorised versions of masculinity in any particular society 
or group of cultures.  They are socially recognized as dominant performances or behaviours of 
strength and supremacy that legitimize male dominance and power.  Hegemonic masculinities 
are constructed in relation to subordinated masculinities; which are then constructed against 
21 
 
femininities.  As the patriarchal social system is established on men’s power, female forms of 
compliance are required through the performance of subordinated, emphasised femininities 
indicating the importance of gender as a structuring principle (Connell, 2009).  While not all men 
perform hegemonic masculinities, all men benefit from the social inequalities it creates, but not 
equally.  Although hegemonic behavioural patterns are embedded in institutions such as 
schools, they are not fixed and therefore subject to potential change. 
Because of the relational nature of power, the privileging of masculinities results in the 
subordination of femininities as oppression and privilege exist in relation to each other (Hill 
Collins, 1990).  Paramount to this relationship is where an individual is socially located within the 
system of oppression (West and Zimmerman, 1987; Lorde, 2003).  This positioning not only 
dictates the degree of power the individual is allowed, but also impacts their sense of identity, 
view of reality and future potential (Samuels et al., 2008).  Indeed, Hartsock (1990) suggests the 
social knowledge and narratives we are allowed to claim are guided by the social locations we 
are allowed to occupy.  As we are offered subjective positions through discourse those 
discourses result in rules and boundaries for the subject.  These boundaries ‘fence’ the person or 
‘corral’ them, limiting their access to creating social ‘truths’ outside those locations. 
Butler (2004) argues that individuals must assume subjectivities as an essential part of the 
development of other identities both internally and externally. In order to understand our place 
in our world, we must assume subjectivities based on those available to us.  However, the 
positioning of these subjectivities are temporary and fluid, constantly shifting and changing 
based on the influential, reflexive power of individuals, time and space.  Yet these discourses are 
presented to us as social ‘truths’ structuring our social narrative.  Hegemony operates implicitly 
from within the discourses, providing males with patriarchal dividends and disadvantaging 
females (Connell, 1995).  There is no empirical, fixed truth, but there is a story to be told in the 
political implications of how individuals take up their identities and make meanings of their lives 
based on social expectations (West and Zimmerman, 1987). 
Because narrative construction is relational as well as reflexive, when considering inhabiting the 
boundaries of a given discourse, the individual is also in silent relationship to phantom version of 
the significant people in their lives as well as global political ideologies such as patriarchy and 
neoliberalism.  The internalized policing gaze of these micro and macro relationships advise and 
guide the individual’s choice of positioning. Resistance occurs when the subject cannot see or 
reconcile themselves within the boundaries of the social narrative.  The plurality of these 
relationships often creates conflicting discourses and positions for the subject to inhabit. Which 
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option the individual choses is based on a myriad of unconscious fears and desires that work like 
a gravity to pull or interpellate the individual into the positioning that is of the most significance 
to them at that moment, in that location, and with that group of people.  As these discourses 
circulate in the lives of the girls, they create an array of possible positions to inhabit or roles to 
play.  The girls take up subject positions in relation to the social discourses that they use to make 
meaning of their lives, but when discourses compete or are contrary to their sense of identity, 
internal conflict can occur creating resistance to the positioning (Weedon, 1997).  The subject 
maintains agency in the form of its ongoing construction and activation of these discourses.  Of 
interest to this thesis is which discourses the girls of SJB are taking up and which they choose to 
resist and why to further consider the nuances of how the girls of SJB become unable to inhabit 
the gender positionings they are being offered in school spaces.  By giving further consideration 
to how they are making meaning of the own power or lack of power through these positions and 
what they sacrifice when they resist, a more detailed picture of how girlhood is socially 
constructed emerges.  
In order to view how the girls are accommodating or resisting such discourses, it is necessary to 
deconstruct historical patriarchal assumptions that there are biological differences separating 
men and women, allocating them different social tasks and expectations. The naturalization of 
gender is constructed and supported through concepts of essentialism in the form of 
Enlightenment theories.  Humanism claims a rational consciousness in which the individual 
maintains sovereignty over their own thoughts. Recent debates on transgender identities 
notwithstanding, our current society tends to present a world of two sexes that reflect natural 
differences as the status quo and an invisible and inevitable moral certainty (Goffman, 1967). 
When we attempt to deconstruct traditional gender roles we must consider that the situated 
positioning of the rational thinker is basically available to white, economically privileged, 
Western European males (Weedon, 1997). Women are not actually included in this discourse 
(Hartsock, 1983), but are instead marginalized and relegated to the position of ‘other’ (Beauvoir, 
1949).  Powerful, ideological concepts of binary gender produce, reproduce and legitimize rules, 
expectations and choices based on these discourses.   
The human need for continuity becomes a significant factor in the social construction of 
knowledge as individuals and communities become invested in certain narratives as ‘truth’, 
jealously guarding and defending them through local relations of power.  According to Ferber 
(2010) bifurcated thinking obscures the complexities of intersectional social identities as social 
hierarchies constructed based on race, gender and sexual orientation are hidden by the 
seductively simplistic concepts of binaries.  It has also been argued that the gender binaries that 
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create inequalities permeate and inform them, making them difficult to view without 
considering how they are created through the corresponding privilege.  Indeed, the 
naturalization of gender differences then creates and legitimizes invisible hegemonic structures 
in our society.   
Connell (2009) proposes that to end the polarity between the traditional knowledge of binary 
thinking that constructs inequalities and the modern spaces where they continue to manifest, 
we must develop new relationships of critical reflexivity between our own internal knowledge 
and globally circulating knowledge systems.  Foucault (1991) suggests, if we can separate the 
power that operates through current discourses of ‘truth’ we may have the freedom to 
disengage from our political identities.  ‘At the very heart of the power relationship, and 
constantly provoking it, are the recalcitrance of the will and the intransigence of freedom’ 
(Foucault, 1998; p 221-22). 
 
Neoliberal discourses and gender 
As we strive to understand how power is constituted by and through gender discourses it is 
crucial that we consider the social influences of both traditional as well as more recent 
neoliberal discourses which have become heavily engrained in Western ideology and political 
and social practices.  Ideologies of successful competition, strength and power through 
consumerism, assertiveness and resilience are now a measure by which we judge individual 
performances in our society as well as our schools.  But the neoliberal definitions of competitive 
learners directly conflict with historical discourses of femininity that require girls to be passive, 
supportive and nurturing, thus trapping girls into a double bind of behavioural expectation 
where there is no outcome that will be recognized as successful through a societal gaze 
(Ringrose, 2007; Wilkins, 2012).   The expectation for girls of all social groups to perform as 
neoliberal competitive learners obscures the diverse and varying expectations of race, class and 
gender, but does not erase them.  Neoliberal discourses of equality work against the girls, 
trapping them into some form of failure.  Systemic barriers to success are negated as the 
inability to meet the expectations of neoliberal success is deemed a personal failure and 
individual limitation (Harris, 2004).  As Gorelick has argued, ‘The very organization of the 
everyday world of oppression in modern capitalism obscures the structure of oppression’ 
(Gorelick, 1991; p 464). 
According to Walkerdine (2003) neoliberal ideas of success and failure are presented to us in the 
form of personal desires that inspire particular consumer responses.  Zaslow (2009) suggest that 
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even feminism has been branded as a form of ‘girl power’ in order to sell consumerism to young 
girls.  McRobbie (2009) refers to neoliberalism as ‘a kind of anti-feminism’ relegating those who 
point out social oppressions as complainers and failures who don’t try hard enough, as these 
discourses suggest gender inequalities no longer exist (Ringrose, 2007; Renold and Ringrose, 
2011). Neoliberal discourses have made it more difficult to recognize and call out inequalities as 
they are now hidden and implicit in our social structures. Young women are now expected to 
enact modern subjectivities through the self-actualization of flexibility, confidence and resilience 
in order to successfully achieve their social subjective positionings (Harris, 2004).  
Finding themselves blocked by unseen barriers of systemic social inequalities, girls are 
simultaneously informed they have achieved equality and are now on an equal footing to men 
through neoliberal discourses suggesting they can achieve anything if they work hard enough 
(Paechter, Jackson and Renold, 2010). Blocked from their goals as these hidden, historic, 
institutional inequalities mar their progress, many have argued that girls find themselves 
struggling against forces much bigger and older than themselves, but are unable to recognize 
the failure in our social systems. (Renold and Allan, 2006).  Internalizing these failures as their 
own inadequacies, their inferiority to males is reinforced through the implicit social knowledge 
of the school and the micro politics of their world. These boundaries are systemic, they are 
political, they are historical, and they are invisible.   
 
Research goals and design 
The overall goal of this research is to excavate the social process of how gender inequality is 
implicitly embedded in the culture of this progressive secondary school, despite their best 
intentions and efforts to create goals and methods for addressing such inequalities.  As 
discussed previously in this chapter, within our educational systems grind the unseen gears of 
social power and knowledge construction that implicitly inform and instruct more than just 
academics.  In this research, it is my intention to further illuminate the mechanisms of this 
productive apparatus that dictate how much power we are allowed to have and how that power 
is socially, culturally and historically driven, resulting in social inequalities.  Exploring the 
complexity of how girls, as social agents, grow into adults, this research considers the most 
primary cultural frame for coordinating behaviour and organizing social relations:  gender 
(Ridgeway, 2009).  By viewing how the girls navigate these gendered discourses we can also view 
the implicit gender inequalities that exist within the educational environment.  
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This research is designed to view the myriad of social structures that shape the girls’ day-to-day 
experiences (Skeggs, 1994) excavating the complexities of the gender discourses that produce 
inequalities in this progressive school community. By determining the dominant discourses, how 
they are constructed, employed, accommodated or resisted, we can endeavour to increase our 
understanding of the movement and influences of girls’ social relations.  According to Campbell 
and Gregor (2004) there are many points of origination for knowledge.  How the girls’ ‘enact the 
world they inhabit and know about, in concert with other people, and of course with the 
technologies that people operate’ (Campbell and Gregor, 2004; p 170) will guide us in 
recognizing the forms of femininity available in this progressive school community, and how girls 
negotiate the sacrifices and rewards of their choice of positionings. Of primary interest to this 
study is how girls are resisting traditional femininities and negotiating non-traditional gender 
positionings in a school known for its commitment to diversity.  To effectively view the intricate 
and transient nature of gender bias in this progressive school environment and its effect on girls, 
the following research approach and design was developed to create an overall strategy of 
inquiry.   
 
Schools as research sites 
The selection of a school environment for this research was based on my experience of schools 
as spaces of social as well as academic learning (Connell, 2003).  As field sites, schools serve as 
fitting micro climates in which to study relational spaces (Gustavson and Cytrynbaum, 2003) 
often reflecting the social and political discourses of their macro communities.  Because school 
are local communities of practice they serve as manageable environments for the study of how 
power and gender coagulate to create naturalized gender inequalities in the formative years of 
young adults.  How school spaces are used to construct social relations and meaning through the 
‘shared and private understandings’ (Gray, 1999; p 129) of the community can provide rich and 
textured representations of its participants.  It has been argued that individuals are influenced 
by a web of changing networks, both local and more global, that intersect through space and 
moment to create a dynamic, volatile and contradictory stage where subjective performances 
are play out. Often lacking tight and cohesive boundaries, these spaces become fluid and shifting 
as the intersections of each individual’s relationship to family, religion, culture, and media form 
a social kaleidoscope (Eisenhart, 1999) of shifting expectations.  As different narratives vie for 
legitimacy in the local social knowledge, relational power and agency can become activated.  
As young people spend a vast amount of their waking hours in school spaces, schools serve as a 
cultural intersection for young people’s experiences (Thorne, 1993; Hey, 1997; Harris, 2004; 
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Ringrose and Renold, 2010).  Such environments become significant to the learning and sharing 
of beliefs and experiences that structure the local cultural narratives of what it means to be 
‘normal.’  Therefore, schools become the primary location where most individuals learn how to 
understand, negotiate, and produce cultural knowledge.  Indeed, schools can be seen as 
significant sites for learning the process of social adaption (Fuller, 1991).   According to Ortner 
(1991): 
However much we now recognize that cultures are riddled with inequality, differential 
understanding, and differential advantage…nonetheless they remain from the people 
who live within them sources of value, meaning and ways of understanding-and 
resisting-the world’ (Ortner, 1991; p 187). 
I approach the construction of this ethnographic narrative in the tradition of the anthropologic 
outsider’s perspective, unfamiliar with and not immersed in the specifics of the local cultural 
knowledge and status quo.  I am also a North American and therefore an outsider not just to this 
particular school, but to the UK schooling system as well. Such a position can advance the 
possibility of further recognition and illumination to the relational powers that normalize this 
educational community. Critically suggesting that gender matters to how the girls make meaning 
of their lives, I centre gender as a pivotal point in the girls’ lived experiences.  This research 
proceeds to view the formation of gender inequalities with an ‘emancipatory intent’ (Patti 
Lather, 1991) by viewing how the power relations constructed and transmitted in the local 
culture influence the experiences of the girls of SJB. 
In this research I uses the term ‘girls’ to describe the research participants as a group.  This term 
is not utilized for any political reason, but was instead chosen out of respect for the participants’ 
experience as it is the term they mostly use to describe themselves.  In addition, this research 
does not intend to suggest a universal culture of ‘girls’ that is consistently meaningful and 
coherently bounded (Eisenhart 1999), but it does suggest that cultures create categorical 
expectations and normalizing discourses for individuals perceived to be girls which submits them 
to a discernible spectrum of constitutions. Despite the range of gender constitutions that are 
evoked around bodies, the girls’ individual experiences of gender remain fluid and changing.  
Responding to the shape and flow of their local culture, their experiences also result in diffused 
boundaries and transitions based on their intersectionalities (Ginsburg and Tsing, 1990). By 
exposing the local status quo of SJB to multiple questions, I consider the nuances of the girls’ 
experiences with the goal of more thoughtful, detailed and careful ‘ways of seeing’ (Wolcott, 
1999) how local culture influences subjective meanings (Burawoy et al., 2000).  In considering 
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the consistencies as well as the contradictions in this dynamic school culture this critical 
ethnography attempts to create a more textured portrait of the possibilities for girls to obtain 
greater opportunity, advancement and equality.   
My starting point is the belief that gender inequalities remain an issue in school spaces despite 
many messages circulating in our current society suggesting that they have been addressed and 
are no longer an issue of social concern.  Such neoliberal discourses often obscure structural 
oppression through narratives of successful individualism, sentiments that were voiced by the 
Head Teacher when he suggested that SJB was devoid of issues of gender inequalities.  Yet, this 
research will show that gender discourses still circulate, often unrecognized, through the veins 
of the school system.  As the naturalization of gender roles both create and obscure the resulting 
inequalities, they continue to be supported and reproduced in the school, while their 
camouflaged nature makes them highly evasive and difficult to recognize and address.   
This research strives to explore the girls’ experiences by considering three main issues:  the ways 
in which gender narratives and power hierarchies are being co-created in a progressive Scottish 
secondary school; how the girls make meaning from this process; and finally the extent to which 
it is possible for girls to challenge this process by mapping how they approach and negotiate this 
challenge.  Expanding on Ringrose and Renold’s generative seam of research mapping girls’ 
subjective performances of young femininities in relation to their local communities of practice, 
my research strives to contribute to this body of knowledge by furthering the understandings of 
the processes of young femininities in a progressive secondary school.  Of significance to this 
research is the school’s identification as a progressive educational institution that values 
inclusion and diversity.    
In order to locate the importance of the school’s ideologies to this project it is necessary to 
consider notions of ‘inclusion’ and ‘difference’ as the terms themselves construct power. 
Because these are key words in how the school defines and narrates itself, it is important to 
interrogate how notions of ‘inclusion’ and ‘difference’ are constructed as binaries terms that 
require the opposite term to reify meaning. As such ideologies function to situate the 
boundaries of ‘normal’ within discourses located in the positive understandings of the school 
community what is problematized as outside those boundaries or ‘not normal’ can suggest 
notions of inadequacy or lack.  By further exploring how forms of ‘normal’ are discursively 
constructed and naturalized at SJB it may be possible to view who becomes constructed as 
‘normal’ and ‘included’ or in need of inclusion because of difference or diverseness.  Of 
particular interest to this research is what role gender plays in who is privileged to ‘inclusion’ or 
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problematized to an ‘other’ who is in need of inclusion, and how this form of situating influences 
the local social power. It could be argued that a more thorough exploration and understandings 
of categories such as ‘inclusion’ and ‘diversity’ could yield more details to the complex social 
workings in this progressive school environment.   
It is possible to argue that the word ‘inclusion’ evokes forms of spatial and relational boundaries, 
suggesting a historical relationship of inclusion to a space or a rejection from it.  To be in a 
position to enact inclusion is to come from a place of privilege and empowerment.  It indicates a 
pre-existing right to measure difference and admit or restrict others based on these differences.    
To be allowed ‘inclusion’ indicates a previously subordinated position of abjection.  Terms such 
as inclusion and difference carry with them a social tension based on their reference to power.  
Historically derived from colonial ideologies of domination and exclusion, concepts of 
‘difference’ often represent Western European ideologies of dualistic oppositions which create 
categories of ‘other’. Such notions are informed by power relations as ‘different from’ is often 
conflated with ‘less than’ (Braidotti, 1994). 
In order to ethnographically illustrate what is considered ‘normal’ in this local community I 
employ the term ‘optically centred.’  It can be argued that discourses work like the script of a 
movie to direct the narrative and define the main characters.  Such discourses influence our 
perspectives and understanding of what is ‘normal’ and valuable and impart power based on the 
social consensus of this narrative.  Just like the cinematographic frame of a movie, we are 
trained to see what is presented in the frame.  We rarely consider what is outside the frame as it 
is not presented to us as important.  My use of the term ‘optically centred’ is a tool I use to assist 
with my ethnographic goal of making the normal seem strange.  It is to illustrate when social 
construction works to frame our understandings of our worlds.  I use this term with the goal to 
widen that frame to show a larger representation and disrupt notions of ‘normal.’  It can be 
argued that there is a connection between who is optically centred as ‘normal’ in our society, 
and who has power.   
Notions of normalcy and difference permeate gender ideologies informing and empowering 
social positionings into hierarchies.  When we speak of diversity we reference the people who 
are not optically centred within the normalcy of our understanding of social frameworks.  This 
process administers power to those who are ‘included’ and suggests that those who require 
‘inclusion’ defend their legitimacy for their exclusionary positioning outside those frameworks.  
Bodies are the dynamic sites onto which notions of normalcy and difference are projected, 
resulting in the construction of subjective formations (Butler, 1990). Through the perceived 
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intersectionality of the body, multiple and conflicting notions can be suggested.  This process can 
open multiple possible performances and disrupts the ‘truth’ of the local social narratives and 
expectations. How bodies enact their social gender positionings can shift and change based on 
the individual response to how notions of difference are projected onto bodies. When an 
individual decides the social projections are incongruent to how they perceive themselves they 
can chose to resist the projection and perform a different subjectivity.   
It can be argued that the moment of subjective production is a pivotal point in the battle for 
equality. With an ongoing feminist eye for agency as political action there is social significance to 
be found in disruption. Such concepts of agency through disruption are significant to this project 
in order to understand how the girls of SJB are challenging gender hierarchies to step outside 
the traditional gender narratives.  In mapping and analysing forms of local disruption and 
resistance it becomes possible to view weaknesses in social construction of inequalities.  
As acts of resistance to the gender order challenge current regimes of social power, the girls’ 
ability to understand and deconstruct gender expectations becomes a political act against the 
gendered regulation of the body as the political is manifest through the subjective performance. 
It does not change the social attempt of subjective constitution, but rather the responding 
choice of constituted performance disrupts the consistency of social narrative as fixed and 
naturalized.  In anticipation of Chapter 7, I discuss how fifteen-year-old transgender student 
River’s performance outside the binaries of gender disrupts the universality of the subject 
positions and illuminates positions outside the optical centring of those spaces.  As River 
becomes aware of the negative projections onto their body as ‘different’ and how that places 
them into disempowered positions in need of ‘inclusion’ they also become aware that ‘different’ 
carries its own power to produce forms social disruption, cultural anxiety and moral panic.  River 
becomes invested in empowerment and their own ability to disrupt culturally normalizing social 
narratives. 
Maintaining a higher position of power in the social hierarchy requires the control of the social 
narrative and the maintenance of centring optics. Privilege is disrupted by resistance because it 
represents a challenge to those it empowers.  By illuminating new spaces outside the narrative, 
resistance exposes its fragility to others, further challenging the implied group consensus of the 
narrative.  Resistance to traditional gender norms by refusing to reproduce them faithfully 
allows new forms of identity to emerge in the local culture. The potential for pedagogic 
intervention may lie in a more thorough understanding of how and why the girls of SJB strive to 





The following research questions are used to guide the frameworks of my inquiry into the 
production of schoolgirl femininities in a progressive school: 
1. What do traditional femininities look like in the secondary school environment?   
2. What do non-traditional femininities look like? 
3. How do girls account for how they negotiate gains and losses in taking up non-
traditional femininities? 
• What do they give up? 
• What supports and enables them to resist? 
• How are they using these supports? 
In order to better understand the meaning girls are making of their experiences I have employed 
‘flexible research methods to produce rich, descriptive data at the point of qualitative inquiry’ 
(Boeije, 2013, p 13).  The following methods are employed to collect, measure and analyse the 
meaning the girls’ make of their social worlds by recording how they interpret their reality 
(Boeije, 2013).  A fuller discussion of these methods is presented in Chapter 3. 
 
Methods 
The participants in this research were approximately 40 students, identified as female at birth, 
ages 12-18.  Observations of classrooms, lunch breaks, transition times, bus travel and 
afterschool activities took place over a six-month period.  During this time, participants were 
chosen for seven focus groups and eight individual interviews.  Although not included in the 
original research design, four teacher interviews were conducted to explore the correlation of 
teachers’ beliefs to the creation and support of social knowledge in the school community.   
The following table provides a simple explanation of which of the research aims and questions 
were addressed by which methods.  A more detailed exploration will be provided in the 
methodologies chapter. 
 
The Research Plan 
Research Question: Sub questions: Method: 
What do traditional 
femininities look like in the 
How are discourses 








social knowledge of the 
school? 
What do non-traditional 
femininities look like? 
What are the dominant 
discourses girls are picking up 




How do girls account for how 
they negotiate gains and 
losses? 
-What do they give up? 
How do these discourses 
impact which positions girls 




-What supports or enables 
them to resist? 
What are the influences that 
shape the girls’ ability to 






-How are they using these 
supports? 
How are girls employing 






Because the reproduction of gender roles in this school system, as well as our society are 
systemic, they are carefully and silently woven into the fabric of our everyday lives.  Through 
detailed ethnographic description, this thesis strives to show the ‘strangeness’ of the 
normalization of gender expectations, but because of the intricacy and delicacy of the weave, it 
cannot be done in simple ‘sound bites.’  Because of the complex nature of social knowledge, this 
research utilizes extended observational stories to show the elaborate and enigmatic 
construction of social narratives as ‘truth’ in the school community.   
This research aims to denaturalize the gender inequalities in our schools that teach and maintain 
social inequalities in our world. In opposition to neoliberal discourses that suggest gender 
inequality is no longer an issue in our society, this project strives to shed light on how 
naturalized gender inequalities are woven into the framework of our educational system.  In my 
thesis I aim to offer a contribution to knowledge of how gender inequalities are unintentionally 
maintained in the social structure of a progressive secondary school with the goal of broadening 
the social dialogue regarding inequalities in pedagogy. Expanding on a reflexive body of work by 
many feminists and intellectuals over the years, this research strives to look beyond the binaries 
of social construction to the possibility of a more fluid, post-gender ideology where equality 
might be possible.   
While the current literature does explore how gender inequalities are reproduced in school 
environments it rarely considers in detail how girls articulate their resistance to traditional 
femininities.  This research strives to extend the current understandings of this process by 
looking at the nuances of how the girls of SJB negotiate their local constitutions.  Additional 
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analysis of the girls’ agentic circumvention of traditional gender expectations is needed to 
advance our understanding, recognition and supporting of their efforts.  Through further 
exploration of the detailed nuances of how these girls are navigating the localized knowledge 
that establishes their gendered boundaries this research strives to help train and calibrate the 
eye of the reader to see outside what is presented as normal in our school spaces.  Learning to 
recognize when girls are resisting being positioned into traditional femininities is necessary to 
avoid reinforcing such positioning and is a prerequisite to providing them the necessary support 
for their agentic attempts at social change.  By considering how the girls of SJB successfully 
challenge their local discourses to step outside the gendered boxes constructed in school spaces, 
it is possible to consider how we may provide support and resources to other girls struggling 
with similar challenges.  
 
 
The Outline of this thesis 
The written structure of this thesis is organized architecturally along the lines of school spaces, 
utilizing space to advance the organizing narrative2.  Beginning with the significance of the new 
school construction to ideologies of discipline, normalcy and equality, I endeavour to depict how 
social knowledge constructs spaces into places of meaning.  Through this guided tour of how 
asymmetrical power relations shift and change by location, this research considers how and 
when spaces become gendered as hierarchies become spatialized.   
Chapter 1:  Introduction   
In this introduction chapter I have discussed the concept of schools as site for social learning as 
well as academic learning as education reproduces culture.  Beginning with the concept of the 
panopticon and Foucault’s theories of social discipline, I discussed schools as communities of 
practice and places that construct social meaning through the production and reproduction of 
social knowledge.  Advancing the post-structural views of knowledge construction I reviewed the 
social construction of gender and the creation of subjective positionings which promote and 
reinforce gender inequalities in our pedagogic systems. I conclude this chapter with an 
explanation or the research questions, aims and goals.   
Chapter 2:  Methodology 
                                                          
2 I do not attempt to utilize theories of spatiality in the way of a cultural geographer.   
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In this chapter I discuss the overall ethnographic design on this research, beginning with my 
original motivation for this project.  Based on an interpretivist paradigm that approaches 
knowledge as multiply located and highly relational, this qualitative research design seeks to 
provide a thick ethnographic description and political representation of the lived experience of 
the girls, giving voice, validity and authority to their situated knowledge.  Utilizing a post-
structural feminist approach to inquiry, I consider the importance of the subject’s experience of 
the discourses traveling in the social knowledge of the school and how these discourses produce 
the conditions in which the girls take up or resist subjective positioning.  This ethnographic 
narrative relies of Foucault’s explanation of power as relational and capillary to examine forms 
of oppression based on gender categories that are often obscured in our social structures.  A 
detailed explanation of the research methods explores how I endeavoured to procure holistic 
data on social practices that are covert and normalized in our society, as well as the challenges 
and limitations to this task.  Finally, a review of my ethical procedures and a consideration of my 
contribution to knowledge are discussed. 
Chapter 3:  Literature Review 
The literature review chapter provides the academic framework forming the foundation of this 
research.  Beginning with the social construction of gender and the embedding of gender 
inequalities as natural and ‘taken-for-granted’ in our society.  I then advance to the idea that the 
naturalization of gender results in social expectation of gendered performances in our 
communities of practice, such as our educational environments.  Exploring the idea that these 
expectations are relational, evoking emotional responses in the form of desire to belong and be 
valued in our communities, it is suggested they result in inducement of gendered performance.  
In accordance with the literature, such gendered performances often relate back to gender 
binaries that limit and restrict forms of agency, success and authority for women, and cause 
social inequality based on the naturalized knowledge of sexed bodies.  This research expands on 
the premise of this body of literature to advance our understanding of how these inequalities 
are occurring, unseen, in a progressive secondary school with the goal of viewing new forms of 
change and resistance as it is occurring in this environment.   
Chapter 4:  The Classroom   
This chapter explores how patriarchy is learned and reproduced in the classroom as we follow 
the social discourses that position girls in their school environment.  As communities of practice, 
educational institutions reflect and reproduce patriarchal rules in the classroom as boys are 
privileged to speak out, act out and utilize space while girls are expected to be focused, quiet, 
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compliant and hardworking; teaching and supporting structural gender inequalities.   This 
chapter explores how male privilege is reproduced in this school even as the community strives 
to address gender inequalities. Through the interview of Dallie, I map the privilege that follows 
masculine performances as she attempts to circumvent the limiting power of traditional 
femininities available to girls in the classroom.  By performing behaviours normally reserved for 
boys Dallie’s goal is to gain forms of freedom and agency conveyed in patriarchal dividends. 
 
Chapter 5:  The Science Lab 
This chapter explores how the science lab has historically been seen as a masculinized space, 
imbuing social value to masculinity and conflating it with forms of logical positivists, scientific 
fact and consensus. These result in naturalize narratives of male scientific brilliance, while 
oppositional binary ideologies bar girls access to the same positionings of success. The 
unconscious associations and applications of dualism are invoked to establish categories of 
‘hard’ and ‘soft’ subjects that naturalize and reify gender roles, creating invisible structural 
boundaries that privilege males and restrict females. Excelling at physics, Mary describe her 
attempts to disrupt the social narratives of success that privilege males.  Finding themselves 
continually barred from the discourses of academic competency and brilliance reserved for boys 
in the ‘hard’ subject of science, despite their strong academic performance, the girls move away 
to ‘soft’ subjects where they are allowed access to discourses of competency as the cracks in the 
leaky pipeline to STEM careers begin to show. 
Chapter 6:  The Sporting Pitch 
Ideologies of competitiveness and competency are explored in the spaces where they are at 
their most extreme: the sporting pitch.  As physical strength and sporting mastery are credited 
with the highest social value, traditional masculine discourses of strength are conflated with 
power and success. Sheena’s interview describes the heavily policed and limiting gender 
boundaries in PE as discourses of success are created and distributed through hegemonic 
masculinities that reproduce male privilege and female oppression through the historic 
relationship of masculinity and athletic dominance in sports.  As the physical education 
curriculum gives credence to physical strength in the binary form of traditional male athleticism 
while marginalizing the athletic skills of the girls, hegemonic masculinities are attributed the 
highest social value at the expense of active healthy bodies and healthy life styles. 
Chapter 7:  Toilets 
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Concepts of gender and heteronormativity are explored through River, a fifteen-year-old, 
transgender student operating outside the boundaries of conformity in their school community.  
Reflected through the space of the school’s newly constructed non-gendered toilets, I 
investigate how categories of gender and sexual orientation are established and maintained in 
this school’s community of practice.  By questioning the legitimacy of normative social 
knowledge, River attempts to create new positionings outside traditional narratives, as privilege-
wielding heteronormative discourses imbued with power resort to the policing of ‘non-normal’ 
performances to maintain their own power and legitimacy. 
Chapter 8:  Dangerous Places 
Exploring a story of student assault, the dualistic gendered discourses of aggressor and victim 
are scrutinized through the local knowledge of the school as the privilege to predatory violence 
becomes a form of male entitlement.  Through Mary’s interviews, I consider how agency and 
power are disrupted by the tolerance of male aggression, causing the girls to question their 
diminished social value and objectification as their safety is infringed upon for the support and 
reproduction of male privilege.   
Chapter 9:  Conclusion 
This chapter presents the summation of this thesis by reviewing the original research questions, 
goals and concluding remarks.  The implications for the literature as well as future research are 
























The motivation for this research 
The conception of this research project began more than ten years ago when I was working as a 
therapist in a high school in Southern California.  My job was to identify the emotional 
impediments to academic success impacting members of the student population.  These 
students and their families were struggling with a myriad of challenges such as depression, 
anxiety, poverty, alcohol and drug addiction, domestic violence, and child abuse. These issues 
did not surprise me.  They are common to most populations.  My training as a mental health 
practitioner had prepared me for them. They are issues discussed regularly in schools, in our 
communities, and in the media.  They are part of our social consciousness and concern.  We 
recognize them as potential barriers to learning, securing and maintaining employment, 
successful relationships and productive lives.   
Yet as I worked to support my students to ameliorate the challenges that placed them in 
disadvantaged positions, potentially obstructing their academic success, I noticed an 
impediment that wasn’t a part of the normal discussion.  I noticed the impediment of unspoken 
gender inequalities.  I noticed intrinsic institutional double standards in the expectations and 
resources available for boys and girls which in turn affected their day to day education.   
Gender inequalities take much the same form as racism: unspoken prejudice and beliefs that 
have become entwined in the historical foundations of our structural systems.  But I would argue 
that gender inequalities are a bit more insidious than racism. Racism is still, unfortunately very 
common in our social structures, but it has become a recognizable issue worthy of discussion. 
California practices endeavour to support racial equality in educational policy and enforce it with 
legal ramifications.  Based on my experience, I found gender inequality a bit more invisibly 
woven into the educational system.  
In this California school, there were obvious discrepancies in what behaviours were allowed, 
what resources were offered and what opportunities were attainable based on gender (Connell, 
2014). Yet these beliefs and actions were supported as normal and natural through the social 
knowledge of the school community, making it very difficult to call them out and address them.  
The school did not recognize these issues or consider them problematic, but from where I was 
standing, I was able to clearly view how gender inequalities were circulating, unnoticed and 
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unaddressed through the veins of pedagogic activities, impacting the lives of the girls I worked 
with. 
I was lucky enough to be born in the 1960s and grew up in the 1970s-80s.  I consider it a 
privilege to have witnessed these years of immense social change in the United States.  It was a 
time for awakenings; the raising of consciousness and awareness of social justice issues.  It was a 
time when people began to realize that our world and the history of our world had been 
dictated by, and filtered through a heterosexual, white, male perspective.  This single 
perspective marginalized, categorized and often villanized all non-white, non-hetero, non-male 
perspectives into the position of ‘other’ (de Beauvior, 1949).   And because the categorization 
process behind the white male perspective is based on binaries the white male perspective got 
all the ‘best’ attributes: strong, rational, powerful; the rest of us got the opposites: weak, 
irrational, powerless.  Just like in gym class, the players with the most power got to dictate the 
game, make the rules and choose their teammates.  The rest of us just got to sit the bench and 
lose the game, and we were tired of it.  We started to question the naturalization of white male 
privilege, and slowly…slowly…stories and images of ‘others’ started to creep cautiously into our 
cultural consciousness. 
I remember being so excited to see representations of women stepping outside and challenging 
traditional roles: Mary Tyler Moore throwing her hat into the air celebrating her own courage 
and independence; Anne and Nancy Wilson rocking women out of positions of scantily clad 
backup singers into the spotlight; Sandra Day O’Connor breaking the barriers of women to serve 
on the Supreme Court.  These were my heroes: real and fictional.  I had a picture of Gloria 
Steinem and Dorothy Pitman Hughes that I believe I cut out of my mother’s McCalls magazine, 
with their fists raised in the air.  I believed the power and the force of those fists in the air was 
creating more space for my own experience in life.  I also recognized the limitations of my day to 
day experience as a woman; what roles were available to me and how my choices were defined 
and limited by my gender.  I was not allowed to take auto mechanics or serve as a crossing guard 
for my school, because I was born female.  Despite my top grades and success in yearly science 
fairs I was encouraged by trusted teachers to take literature classes instead.  As I became 
familiar with these social expectations, I learned the painful consequences for pushing outside 
the normalized gender boundaries.  I recognized how my success on the debate team reflected 
on my femininities in the eyes of my classmates. I wanted change.  I wanted social equality.  I 
wanted to be a feminist, and I wanted to be a good one. 
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To complicate my view of the world a bit more, I grew up in a family that was geographically 
mobile.  As an air traffic controller, each time my father applied for a promotion it required a 
move to a new city.  I don’t regret this fact as I think it has made me an extremely adaptable 
adult, but I learned not to expect the comforting sense of consistency that growing up in the 
same place, with the same social knowledge affords.  As I moved from place to place, I began to 
recognize a kind of ‘Breakfast Club’3 phenomena where people were put into roles and expected 
to perform them.  From city to city, the roles were basically the same.  Some were leading roles 
that held privilege: the handsome, powerful football players and the beautiful socially gifted 
homecoming queens.  While others carried shame and a distinct lack of power relegated to 
extras in the background of someone else’s movie.  The boundaries of these roles were also 
dictated by issues such as race, class, gender and sexual identity.  But I saw early on that they all 
had their dark sides as these categories and their boundaries all resulted in some form of 
imprisonment.   
I began to recognize social knowledge as inherently unstable; constantly shifting and changing 
with people and places (Britzman, 1993). I realized there was no exclusive metanarrative; no one 
point of empirical truth, as suggested by Enlightenment ideologies.  I also found the binary 
discourse of rationality often barred to me as a woman as it also seemed to be to people of 
colour.  I began to comprehend the position of rationality, those who determined truth, created 
social knowledge and wrote history, was a position mainly available to white men.  As a woman, 
my experience did not carry as much validity or power as my male counterparts.  I came to 
understand that all these categories, expectations and roles were socially constructed and neatly 
packaged as truth for a myriad of political reasons.   
My experiences as a girl and a woman powerfully shaped my belief that as individuals, we are 
not completely free to choose who we want to be.  We are always impacted by the social 
construction of knowledge; an invisible system in place that shepherds us in the ‘correct’ 
direction, and we perform to the pressures of these expectations, particularly around concepts 
of gender.  However, these influences are multiple and often conflicting.  The performance of an 
individual is determined by the intersectional pull of the many influences of their world.   
 
An ethnographic perspective 
Because I was exposed to numerous social systems as a child, I developed a critical reflexivity to 
social knowledge production quite early.  Recognizing there was no one standardized version of 
                                                          
3 This references the 1985 John Hughes film entitled ‘The Breakfast Club.’ 
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‘reality’ I have spent my life as a kind of informal ethnographer; watching the world as an 
observing researcher, seeing the strange in what is considered normal.  Having lived through 
many phases of feminism and watched as the world responded, I have a historical context for, 
and a personal relationship to, these gendered discourses.  I have watched these messages go 
from relatively blatant social assertions in my youth such as ‘Women belong in the home’ to 
more implicit, insidious messages like lack of representation or relational consequences for girls 
who break the unspoken rules, and I realize that gender inequalities have not gone away.  They 
have just gone underground.   
In order to study the social phenomenon of gender inequality I endeavour to view and 
document the community of practice from the girls’ perspective. As a feminist ethnographer, I 
am specifically interested in how gendered discourses influence the meanings girls make of their 
life experiences and how that informs their understanding of their social power.  For the 
purpose of this thesis I consider how girls respond to traditional gender expectations and how 
they forge their identities with or against them.  Also of interest to this research is how the girls 
forge their identities in relation to their understanding of masculinities and how that informs 
their understandings of equality.  Recognizing the importance of the construction of 
masculinities to concepts of equality, a more detailed exploration of how boys construct 
masculinities is outside the scope and time constraints of this thesis. 
Through the empirical data collected in interviews and observations in a progressive secondary 
school in Scotland, I critically consider the political implications of the naturalization of gender 
inequality in the pedagogic environment.  Utilizing the post-Enlightenment philosophical 
tradition of situating research in its social context, I seek to address how knowledge is shaped by 
values, both micro and macro, that inform local power systems.  While approaching this 
community systemically with the intention of creating a detailed snapshot of a broad 
interdisciplinary understanding of the cultural values influencing the gender roles available to 
girls I also recognize that there is no consistent, fixed or unified version of culture. Rather there 
are conflicting and evolving realities constituting the heterogeneous nature of communities.  It is 
the aim of this research to express through graphic written ethnographic narrative the lived 
reality of the girls at SJB by recognizing the social discourses present in their environment and 
how they influence the meaning girls make of their social experience.  With the goal of making 
an academic contribution to the understanding of the social world of these girls and the 
influence of gender inequalities on their educational experience, this research strives to provide 
the reader with sufficient cultural texture to yield a well-developed portrait of this community 
(Ybema et al., 2010).   
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In order to better understand the social world of the girls of SJB this research utilizes 
ethnography as a ‘study of the ephemeral, the indefinite and irregular’ (Law, 2004; p 3) as a 
method of sensitivity to the nuances of local meanings.  Hammersley (2007) suggests the goal of 
ethnography is to create a nuanced systemic description of people’s experiences in their local 
cultures through rich, descriptive detail stating, ‘The task is to document the culture, the 
perspectives and practices, of the people in these settings.  The aim is to ‘get inside’ the way 
each group of people see the world.’  With the goal of creating a detailed comprehensive 
description (Geertz, 1973) of the systemic culture of SJB school, this research employs ‘thick’ 
ethnographic descriptions to depict the girls’ diverse experiences as they negotiate the terms of 
their subjective constructions through local relations of power.  As stated by Denzin (1997): 
The ethnographer’s tale is always allegorical-a symbolic tale that is not just a record of 
human experience for the reader.  It is a vehicle for readers to discover moral truths 
about themselves.  More deeply, the ethnographic tale…brings a moral compass back 
into the readers (and the writer’s) life.’  
(Denzin, 1997; p xiv-xv) 
In attempting to tell these tales, this research advances the notion of individual meaning-making 
by considering how it is impacted by choice, change and the historical influences on socially 
constructed knowledge.  As Foucault (1982) asserts, ‘we have to know the historical conditions 
which motivate our conceptualization.  We need a historical awareness of our present 
circumstance’ (p 209).  How ideologies of gender are influenced by assertions of relativism that 
claim privilege to a unified knowledge is a significant thread running through this research. 
Because the universal social narrative of Enlightenment ideologies often excludes the 
representation of those who are not rich, white males, this research strives to highlight and 
authorize the girls’ situated knowledge.  Butler (1995) argues, ‘Cultures do not exemplify a 
ready-made universal, but that the universal is always culturally articulated, and that the 
complex process of learning how to read that claim is not something any of us can do outside of 
the difficult process of cultural translation’ (p 130).  Using ethnographic analysis to interpret the 
meanings of the girls’ beliefs and actions, I strive to promote a form of critical inquiry that moves 
outside of the safety of universality promised by science, challenging the moral superiority of a 
singular truth that is privileged with the right to dominate the truth of others.   
From a critical ethnographic perspective, I set out to expose how gender roles are created 
highlighting the structural frameworks that evokes and enforces them.  Through a gendered lens 
(Smith, 2005) that examines the nuanced frames of reference of my participants I attempt to 
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trouble universal naturalizations.  Endeavouring to depict how spaces become gendered and 
empowered I consider how such power erects and establishes social hierarchies. In viewing the 
girls’ ability to deploy, subvert or resist discourses (Butler, 1995) I hope to expose how power 
influences their experiences.  To challenge the political implications of the gendered 
organization of their worlds I venture to view ‘the point where power reaches into the very grain 
of individuals, touches their bodies and inserts itself into their actions and attitudes, their 
discourse, learning processes and everyday lives’ (Foucault, 1980; p 39).   
 
A Post-structural feminist framework 
In order to effectively view these gender inequalities this research utilizes a post-structural 
feminist approach to inquiry.  This theoretical perspective is politically useful to feminists 
because it considers the importance of the subjective in constituting the meaning of women’s 
experiences, addressing the relationship between experience, social power and resistance.  It 
allows us to create an explanation of where our experiences come from, why they are 
sometimes contradictory or incoherent while considering the possibility of change.  It also offers 
a way to understand the importance of subjective motivation, stressing the significance of 
material relations as well as forms of conscious and unconscious motivation (Weedon, 1997). 
According to Weedon (1997), a post structural focus can help us to understand why we choose 
certain discursive positions and why women choose to allow their interests to be subordinated 
to those of men.  Feminine positions, Weedon points out, are produced as an invitation to 
pleasure and desire.  We are offered an array of discursive positions to occupy and are lured by 
experiences which offer constructions of femininity that provide psychological and emotional 
satisfaction while sustaining male privilege (Weedon, 1997). 
Allowing us to examine forms of women’s oppression through societal power hierarchies, post-
structural feminism challenges and delegitimizes the universal metanarratives of essentialism by 
viewing the rational thinker as a subject that is discursively produced, both socially and 
culturally; consciously and unconsciously (Weedon, 1997).  By questioning the centrality of 
totalizing Enlightenment theories in relation to personhood, we can consider how the girls are 
moved to take up or resist certain positions of subjectivity.  By dislodging the power of the 
concept of a single, unified truth we can simultaneously question and potentially destabilize the 





Having established that claims to absolute objectivity can also arguably be seen as claims to 
universal truths, (Morison, 2002) I acknowledge that such claim are forever outside the 
possibilities of this ethnographic research.  Considering the complexity of how we measure and 
arrive at concepts of truth, this project explores who is allowed positions of authority to 
determine the ‘truth’ of social narratives and how that positioning is driven by power (Pole and 
Morrison, 2003). Many have argued that reflexivity may offer the most effective form of 
excavation to get close to the ‘truth’ where knowledge has been ignored or erased. The 
orientation of myself as a reflexive part of the school culture shapes the entirety of this research 
as I consider myself significant to the construction of the narrative.  This positioning requires me 
to establish a flexible and ‘open-ending dialogue between data collection and theory’ (Woods, 
1985; p 104) in order to effectively represent my data decisions and resulting research product 
depicting the social reality of the girls of SJB (Pole and Morrison, 2003). 
Positioning myself as a tool of this ethnographic research I strive to provide an accurate 
reflection of data through interpretation and analysis that reflects the girls’ voices.  I am 
cognizant that my gender and corresponding standpoint as a woman and a feminist inform how I 
make meaning of the world as well as how I view and interpret my data.  Considering that 
gender inequality is often obscured or denied in order to maintain forms of privilege, my 
positioning as a feminist makes me highly qualified to recognize it.  However, promoting such 
authority simultaneously increases my likelihood of bias as I recognize my heightened level of 
sensitivity.  I also realize that because I am a woman, researching gender inequalities situates me 
as sympathetic to feminist ideologies.  Therefore, I situate myself not only as a female 
researcher, but also as a feminist who is critically aware of the systemic influences of my 
participants.  In considering the prevailing ideologies and group norms operating in SJB, I hope to 
highlight the wider structural relations that influence their understanding of their worlds.  
This may empower the girls to speak about issues they would normally not be comfortable 
addressing as they assume my respect and validation. Simultaneously, this could increase the 
likelihood of response bias as the girls may highlight issues of inequality in order to meet the 
perceived needs of the research.  With full awareness that my life experience and my gender 
makes me hyper sensitive and therefore, biased to gender inequalities I am highly reflexive as to 
how this affects my observation, analysis and interpretation of my data. I subscribe to the belief 
that my subjectivity can facilitate my understanding of the girls’ worlds (Ratner, 2002). 
With the goal of transparent data collection, I practiced reflexivity throughout this project.  
Attention was devoted to the ways in which my involvement with this study informed my 
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research as ‘issues of representation, authority, and power’ (Pillow and Mayo, 2011, p 197) 
informed my ethnographic research.  Striving to advance the feminist agenda, this work 
questions the universal frameworks that inform our theories, in order to give voice and 
representation to forms of knowledge that have been historically ignored or erased (Butler, 
1993; Pillow and Mayo, 2011) while opening possibilities for new ways of knowing.  According to 
Pillow and Mayo: 
Reflexivity, then becomes necessary as a way to think through the problems of 
attempting to do feminist research.  Feminist reflexivity is not only about investigating 
the power embedded in one’s research but also about doing research differently.  The 
need to do research differently arise from the ethical and political problems and 
questions raised by feminist about traditional research methods (Oakley, 1981). These 
questions include how to be a nonexploitative researcher, how to produce research that 
is useful and empowering to women, and how to make research that is linked with 
political action.  
(Pillow and Mayo, 2011; p 196-197) 
Who has the power and authority to construct knowledge is not just pivotal to this project; it is 
also a pivotal feminist issue.  This project is the ethnographic authorization of the power and 
authority of the girls of SJB to construct their own experiences.  With the recognition that this 
knowledge, and all knowledge is filtered through the unique lens of the narrator, in this case, 
myself as the researcher; I acknowledge that it moves outside the boundaries of tradition 
scientific verification.  However I also assert that this knowledge is no less valuable (Pole and 
Morrison, 2003).  I also acknowledge that I am writing from the personal perspective of one of 
the ‘others’ who has been oppressed by the social narrative of a singular truth which has never 
been mine, but by which I have been forced to accommodate to survive.  In doing so, I hope to 
contribute a more critical reading of how girls may be subverting prevailing social ideologies 
through the interview of the girls of SJB.  Foucault states: 
There are times in life when the question of knowing if one can think differently than 
one thinks, and perceive differently than one sees, is absolutely necessary if one is to go 
on looking and reflecting at all.      




Language and discourse 
Poststructuralist theory suggests that people are not socialized or actively or passively shaped 
into their world but instead are socially organized through the common factor of language.  
Language does not reflect an already given social reality, but rather constitutes social reality for 
us (de Saussure, 2011).  Weedon (1997) proposes ‘language is the place where actual and 
possible forms of social organization and their likely social and political consequences are 
defined and contested. Yet it is also the place where our sense of ourselves, our subjectivity, is 
constructed’ (p 21).  In order to understand the relationship between language, social 
institutions, subjectivity and power, Foucault (1980) devised the concept of discursive fields.  
Discursive fields are the structuring principle utilized to recognize the range of competing 
meanings in the social organization of the girls’ worlds; as these meanings influence and 
ultimately formulate the ‘nature’ of their minds, bodies and emotional lives  (Weedon, 1997).  
These discourses also represent political interests and can act as tactical elements and blocks 
that can run contradictory within the same strategy because they are constantly vying for status 
and power (Foucault, 1977).  Discursive practices produce the girls’ subjectivities as they are 
made available and circulated, providing an array of possible positions that they can inhabit or 
roles that they can play in their lives.  The girls assume subjectivity in order to make sense of 
their world, but these subjectivities form and change based on the discourses available to the 
individual at a particular point in time in their daily lives (Wilkerson, 1995; Ringrose, 2007).  
Resistance can occur in the space between the discursive position offered based on the 
individual girl’s interest and the competing discourses.  Of significance to this research is the 
effectiveness and the activation of the discourse through the agency of choice as power resides 
in this performance (Weedon, 1997). 
 
Research Design 
As explained above, schools are the sites of social as well as academic learning.  In order to view 
how girls are constituted in local discourse, I therefore chose to conduct my research in a 
secondary school.  In the literature review, I explore how school cultures become sites of 
normalization for the production and reproduction of dominant gender discourses.  The practice 
of masculinity and femininity impact and incorporate particular power relations in the school-
based community (Paechter, 2007).  Serving as academic as well as social institutions, schools 
help to construct, inform and define positions of femininity for girls.  The school environment 
also serves as a space of homogeneous social structure in which to view the myriad of 
intersectionalities the girls bring to their experience. 
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In order to view how the girls are being constituted in local discourses, we must view the 
systemic knowledge systems that produce them.  Because schools are the sites of social as well 
as academic learning, I have chosen to utilize the educational environment as it serves as a 
stable micro climate that regularly reflects the social and political ideologies of its macro 
environment. How we teach students to become part of their gendered community is a 
significant life lesson.  As educators, we must learn to recognize and address issues of social 
inequality in the classroom.  Additionally, schools are communities of practice.  They are spaces 
where identities are learned and developed based on the individuals understanding of their 
location in their social culture (Paechter, 2007).  According to Wenger (1998) we develop an 
understanding of our placement in the culture that surrounds us.  As we learn to participate, we 
develop the knowledge of what it means to take on these identities including cultural 
expectations and boundaries.  We become full participants in our community through the 
acknowledge legitimacy and sanctioning of our participation in various social behaviours and 
relationships.   
The school site in which I chose to conduct this research is considered one of the most 
progressive schools in the UK, committed to the goal of diversity and educational equality.  The 
choice of this progressive school atmosphere was motivated by the goal of maximization.  I 
hoped that the ethos of respect for diversity may allow the population more freedom of 
expression resulting in a larger spectrum of gender performances that increase our 
understanding of how gender expectations manifest in educational spaces.  As I approached this 
thesis with the critical perspective that gender inequalities continue to pervade our institutional 
and social structures, it was my intention to investigate a context in which social actors were not 
simply unaware of these inequalities, but believed themselves to be actively militating against 
them. I collected data at multiple locations through the school grounds as well as outside 
sporting venues to provide a wide range of locations and perspectives for the girls’ experiences.   
The importance of location is considered in this research through the significance and power of 
the new building to the school community, which consequently features as a character in this 
ethnographic story.  While space presents itself in relevant ways in this data, it is not within the 
scope of this thesis to fully develop it as a theoretical perspective. In this thesis I will take Aitken 
and Herman’s (1997) view of space as socially constructed and discursively learnt, because if we 
ignore how space impacts gender then we are missing a very important variable as to how 
subjectivities are experienced, negotiated and created. Impacted by social actions, spaces reflect 
power relations by indicating who is privileged with space, who is allowed to police the 
boundaries of that space, and who creates and maintains the social knowledge or ‘truth’ that 
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narrates that space.  By recognizing the power that can fortify spaces, impacting and influencing 
culture, we can view how power is spatially ordained, and how it impacts gender performances.  
When looking at how gender inequalities are played out in our society, it behoves us to consider 
space as one of the influencing factors.   
Gregson and Rose (2000) suggest we look at space as performative, as power produces the 
social actors as well as the space, pointing to the instability and uncertainty of performative 
identities as generators of resistance and change.  According to Lefevbre (1991) a performer 
must commit to ‘either recognizing themselves or lose themselves’ (Lefevre, 1991; p 35).  Often 
space is divided and allocated as ‘ours’ or ‘theirs’, mirroring gendered binaries in paradigmatic 
oppositions (Rose, 1996; Tyler and Cohen, 2010).  According to Butler (1988) in its relationship to 
gender performativity, space is not just a location we occupy, but rather ‘a materializing of 
possibilities’ of how we perform ourselves in and through it (Butler, 1988; p 52; Tyler and Cohen, 
2010).  Butler also suggests that gendered subjectivities are brought into being based on bodies, 
and the individual’s desire to be valued.  Consequently successful gendered performances are 
dictated by cultural social knowledge (Butler, 1988; Borgerson, 2005).  According to Doan (2010): 
 The relationship between gender and the space in which it is performed is dynamic and 
contingent upon both the spatial context and the degree of heteronormative variance of 
the performer.  Gender matters, but due to its discursive complexity, how gender is 
performed matters even more. 
(Doan, 2010; p 648) 
How power is negotiated and produced through space is one of the ways places mould 
subjectivity.  Which subjectivities are open to the girls of SJB and which they choose will alter 
accordingly based on the community norms of the spaces they inhabit. Through this research, it 
is my intention to expose the naturalized gendered practices that bring meaning to spaces and 
vice versa by considering the relationship between how gender is perceived and how that 
impacts gendered performances within those spaces (Tyler and Cohen, 2010).   
Because of the role space plays in this ethnography, I have constructed this thesis around the 
architecture of SJB.  Beginning with the new building construction, I consider how panopticon 
design of the glass interiors shape disciplinary processes by policing normalcies.  Tracking social 
relations in the classroom, I follow how social value is established evoking androcentric privilege.  
Exploring how physical strength and skill erect social hierarchies based on performances of 
hegemonic masculinities in athletic spaces I explore how girls’ healthy bodies are ignored and 
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erased as less valuable.  As discourses of rationality become conflated with masculinities in the 
science lab I document how girls become barred from positions of academic success as failure 
becomes spacialized.  In the toilets, the school’s best intentions of inclusion are constructed in 
the desegregated spaces of the ‘non-gendered’ toilets then flushed away as pink and blue stall 
markers reconstruct traditional binaries.  And finally, traversing the darker places that empower 
boys to aggression while constructing girls as victims, I traverse how girls make meaning of the 
dangerous spaces of their lives, textualizing (Geertz, 1988) the political representation of the 
girls of SJB. 
 
Research methods 
I approach my research questions through my broader design frame of interpretivist 
understanding that the answers to the questions lie in the situated knowledge of the girls’ lived 
experiences.  Considering social knowledge as a form of construction, it is the empirical 
knowledge of the girls that I investigate to derive data for the research questions.  Because the 
information I am seeking is covert and normalized in our social frameworks, I utilize research 
methods that support my ethnographic goal of making the normal seem strange.  I chose to 
spend several months collecting data with the students in their school environment, looking for 
how knowledge and power is created and transmitted and how discourses travel through the 
school’s social system.  Observing the students allowed me to determine how the school social 
knowledge is organized, what is socially valued, and what positions are available to the girls and 
how power is acquired and transmitted (Foucault, 1977). 
I chose to work with secondary school students, because I was looking for a developmental level 
that is conducive to critical thinking as well as the ability to effectively utilize language to 
describe abstract reasoning.  In order to answer these complex research questions I would need 
access to subjects with the potential for reflexivity about identity issues which begin to emerge 
during the teenage years.  To effectively collect data on how girls are resisting or 
accommodating traditional femininities past basic observation, I chose to work with girls old 
enough to potentially understand and verbalize these concepts.  I recognize that there is also 
valuable data in less reflective responses; unfortunately, these considerations are outside the 
scope and time limitations of this project.  I also chose this age group because adolescence is a 
significant and transient time of identity formation.  It is a critical period of subjective 
development that contributes to our understanding of our place in the world.  According to 
Currie, Kelly and Pomerantz: 
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While much of the routine “work” entailed in continually reconstituting an adult 
Selfhood occurs at a level below ordinary consciousness figuring out “who” we are and 
“who” we want to be is an urgent task as young people move from family-based to peer-
orientated identities.  As a time of physiological maturation, adolescence overlaps with 
heightened awareness of the gendered and sexualized nature of our social identities.  
Puberty is a time when cultural inscription of gender and sexuality are readily 
observable.  
(Currie, Kelly and Pomerantz, 2009; p 2) 
How gender influences identity formation is significant to my research.  It can be argued that as 
girls learn to conform to expected gender norms they also learn to accept a socially subordinate 
status (Currie, Kelly and Pomerantz, 2009).  The process of selfhood for adolescent girls can 
often be more of an experience of loss than of development as their empowerment becomes 
troubled by social regulation (Gilligan, Lyons, and Hammer, 1990). 
 
Methods of data collection 
Having established the conceptual frameworks that inform this research project, I now advance 
to explain my strategy for data collection.  Because this research is concerned with the girls’ 
lived experiences by centralizing the importance of gender as a socially organizing principle I 
employ an ethnographic method of inquiry to look at the intimate workings within Sophia Jex-
Blake School.  With the ethnographic intention of immersion into the life and environment of 
the girls of SJB, seeking their perspectives and meanings, I become the primary instrument of 
data collection (Eisner, 1991).  In order to effectively convey the girls’ subjective realities it 
seemed epistemologically justifiable to select methods that involved listening and observing to 
facilitate an insider’s view of this community of practice.  Utilizing a series of tools in the form of 
documentation analysis, observations, student focus groups and staff and student interviews, I 
construct the general plan of my data collection.  These methods were chosen as the most 
appropriate instruments to uncover knowledge that is often obscured or erased in order to 
effectively represent the girls’ experiences and ‘advance the truth about social phenomena 
based on that captured data’ (Pole and Morrison, 2003).  
 
Document review 
In order to locate and identify the dominant discourses in the systemic knowledge of this 
educational environment I conducted a review of school documentation.  I assessed the systems 
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of knowledge for key phrases, metaphors and images with the goal of isolating themes that may 
discern discursive patterns of meaning, contradiction and inconsistencies in written 
communication patterns (Frohman, 1992; Fischer, 1997; Mercer, 2000).  The purpose of this 
work was to reveal any structural and cultural patterns impacting gender in the form of school 
policy and disciplinary patterns, as well as the organization of learning, school spaces and non-
academic activities.   I endeavoured to discern whether the school’s educational policies were 
attempting to avoid controversy regarding the process of change in ‘gender order’ (Connell, 
1987), or if the school was employing implicit forms of sanctioning against particular positions 
and encouragement towards others.  I looked for variations in discourses based on socio-
economic class, sexual orientation, culture or race and if the dominant gender discourses were 
being naturalized in educational achievements (Renold, 2006; Ringrose, 2007’ Myhill and Jones, 
2006).  This information was gathered from a variety of locations including the school website, 




Because the goal of my data collection was to explore the dominant narratives of social 
knowledge in the SJB community and its influences on the gendered positionings the girls chose 
to take up or resist, I spent many hours observing this community of practice. Many have argued 
that our worlds and our understanding of our worlds are based on relational webs of influence.  
Indeed our stories are not just the narratives we create from our own experiences, but also a 
reflection and amalgamation of the stories of those who influence our lives. In order to 
effectively represent the girls’ stories I knew I needed to study the culture from which these 
stories were forged to further understand the construction of the girls’ gendered identities.    
Lofland and Lofland (1995) define participant observation as ‘The process in which an 
investigator establishes and sustains a many-sided and relatively long-term relationship with a 
human association in its natural setting for the purpose of developing a scientific understanding 
of that association’ (p 18).  As a traditional strategy of cultural anthropology, participant 
observation aids in discerning what is considered normal behaviour based on the local 
knowledge and how it is constructed by language, space and symbols (Boeije, 2009).  Through 
participant observation I endeavoured to develop a holistic and objective understanding of this 
community’s values including: how power is transmitted, and when spaces become gendered 
(DeWalt and DeWalt, 2002).   
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Because the social construction of gender is often naturalized and normalized in our society 
prejudice can often travel, unnoticed in discourses by those who are unaffected by it (Bloor and 
Bloor, 2013).  Observation can be a useful tool in research such as this that considers social 
phenomena’s that involve bias. The naturalization of gender roles can also impact people’s 
ability to express their understandings in language. This challenge is even further complicated by 
the fact that there is often insufficient language to described experiences of inequality.  I 
employed participant observations with the hopes of expanding my ability to contextualize the 
opaque nature of gender construction by mapping the social knowledge, relationships, 
parameters, and values of this local community (Andermann, 2010; Money, 2016). 
To address my research questions I attempted to observe the learning process that occurs as the 
girls take up gender-differentiated positions based on dominant gender messages in the 
classroom (Jones, 2006).  I was very interested to observe how forms of power and agency were 
endowed and conveyed to the girls, realizing that they may not have the language or comfort 
level to describe this process verbally; working from the assumption that there might be 
patterns to their understanding of particular discourses which predate their entry into language 
(Weedon, 1997). I observed regular and multiple classroom activities and subjects, lunchtime 
activities, between classroom passing times, assemblies, sporting activities and after school 
clubs in order to create a well-developed, holistic picture of the school culture.  I took the stance 
of passive participant in order to not disrupt the process of learning.  I was introduced to the 
students as a researcher from the University of Edinburgh.  I always chose a seat in the back of 
the room, or outside the main activity, where I would not be highly noticeable, but would be 
able to note dialogue.  As time progressed, I became a normalized presence in the school 
environment, as students became familiar with my regular attendance, reducing occurrences of 
reactivity due to unfamiliarity with the researcher.  The same occurred with school staff 
members as a trust and rapport developed with consistent interaction, and I was often granted 
the trust and freedoms of a school employee.   
With the goal of increasing the possibility of viewing the gender order and the influence of 
power and agency in more expansive forms, I utilized a loosely structured observational guide 
(Merriam, 1998) to record data in order to better capture all facets of the culture through 
additional viewpoints and frames of reference (Breuer and Roth, 2003).  I chose not to use a 
heavily structured template for fear it might limit or obstruct how I was viewing empowerment 
and voice in the girls’ daily experiences by creating preconceived categories and boundaries of 
our existing understandings.  This was done within the broader structure of ethnographic 
participant observation. This simple guide noted such information as location, individual 
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descriptions including information on social positionings, classroom activities, verbal 
communications, non-verbal communication, agentic action or power, allowing me to shift my 
focus between individuals and classroom dynamics.  The details in these observational guides 
were then transcribed into ethnographic descriptions analysing the events that drew my 
attention to drive the research forward.  To successfully answer my research questions I used 
the guide to map the social positionings offered to the girls and whether they were resisting or 
accommodating those positions.  Within those actions I looked for how forms of agency and 
power might emerge, being reflexive to not limit their emergence to my own expectations or 
experience.  I also created field notes to capture informal events and conversations with 
teachers and staff outside the classroom. 
In order to maximize the quality of my data I kept detailed, accurate field notes with careful 
focus on how I documented and analysed my observational data.  With the goal of creating an 
extensive and holistic description from observations, I endeavoured to allow as much 
information to move through my personal filter as possible in order to view new forms of change 
and knowledge as they occurred.  It is within a systemic context a web of social relationships 
within their communities of practice that the girls’ behaviours were recorded.  To supply the 
reader with quick observational exerts to support a feminist ideology would be unethical and 
against my intentions.  The length of the ethnographic stories is not to belabour the reader, but 
instead to provide a thick description as I approach this production of knowledge from a 
systemic perspective.  As I became more familiar with the school system the focus of my 
observations developed.  I became interested in how gender and power appeared to be 
constructed differently based on variation of school spaces.  As the importance of places such as 
the sporting pitch and the science lab became apparent, I negotiated to spend time there.  I 
chose to let the system reveal its process to me instead of adhering to a strict predetermined 
schedule with the intention of obtaining more detailed and nuanced data about this progressive 
school.  From these observations I was able to develop focus group and interview questions in 
context to the social knowledge I observed occurring in the school.   
 
Focus groups 
As the observational phase progressed, I formed my interview questions and identified and 
approached potential focus group participants based on a myriad of responses to gendered 
positionings. In order to create a safe environment that is not readily policed by the male gaze 
(Paechter, 2002), I created homogeneous groups of participants identified as female at birth. It 
was my original intention to work with students who identified themselves as ‘girls’, but as the 
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result of meeting with two students who identified as female at birth, but self-identified as 
transgender, I allowed another line of enquiry to open up.  Each participant was asked to bring 
at least two friends to the focus group.  Allowing the participants to choose their fellow group 
members served to create a safe environment where I hoped they would feel more able to 
express themselves and comfortably challenge each other without the fear of being judge by 
someone outside their social group.  Knowing that people perform differently in groups based 
on the influence of social coercion and/or policing, I was able to gather data on the social 
discourses of the school as expressed through the group members by exploring collective views 
and the meaning they made of them.  By mapping the consensus in social narratives, I could also 
view who appeared to lead the group and how their social value in the community was 
constructed.  By interviewing friendship groups I was able to watch how dominant discourses 
emerged to influence the groups, looking for meaning in language and values and beliefs in 
narratives. The friendship intimacies seemed to increase the informality of the group discussion, 
with the participants joking and laughing together; sharing memories and anecdotes of their 
experiences.  According to Carey and Smith (1994) richer data can be retrieved in focus groups, 
because the social setting may be a better reflection of the participants ‘reality’. These groups 
also reveal some of the school’s small micro culture clusters that divulge information about 
social power structures, generating a more detailed understanding of the girls’ beliefs and 
experiences. 
The six focus groups ranged in number of participants from two to six members. Written consent 
was acquired from the all participants as well as their parents as required by the school.  (See 
appendix 1)  The focus groups lasted approximately 45 minutes, were arranged around the 
participants’ free time, and were conducted in the open break area, available classrooms or in 
the open library interview rooms.   The challenge of confidentiality was considered by 
encouraging the girls to choose their fellow participants; therefore increasing their sense of 
safety and allowing for further expression and potentially richer data.  Some forms of censoring 
and conforming did occur during the focus groups (Carey, 1995), and this information was 
documented and considered in analysis as it revealed the social discourses and power 
transference occurring in the group dynamics (Boeije, 2009; Duggleby, 2005).   
The girls were asked open-ended questions in a semi-structured format to allow data to emerge 
through individual responses in a comfortable, conversational way. (Appendix 2) I utilized 
relevant information from my observational data for discussion as well as fictional scenarios to 
elicit the girls’ perceptions of gender discourses.  I asked questions then allowed the group to 
discuss, assisting with moderation when necessary.  I took notes and recorded the conversations 
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during the focus groups in order to transcribe and analyse the data, considering individual 
answers in the context of the other speakers to capture the interactive nature of the groups for 
further analysis.  I looked for patterns, disruptions and themes in their narratives that showed 
how and when the girls were resisting emphasised femininities and what sacrifices or gains they 
may have experienced with the hope of viewing how power permeates their lives (McRobbie, 
1982; Hey, 1997).  I asked them to tell the stories that have caused them tension or anxiety 
regarding gender in their educational settings.  I considered the beliefs, attitudes, and values 
that represented and reflected their cultural knowledge and shared ideologies.  I included 
generalized questions such as:  ‘What is a typical girl like at this school?’, ‘What do you do at 
lunch?’ and expanded to more specific questions to explore their experiences of the dominant 
gender discourses of their school and what positions they consider available to them, which they 
choose and why.  I specifically created these open-discussion questions to reduce the amount of 
acquiescence bias as there was clearly no expected or correct answer to the questions.  As the 
girls talked about their everyday experiences in the school I listened for gendered discourses and 
pursued a line of questioning, taking care not to indicate an agenda by maintaining a consistent 
professional demeanour that offered minimal verbal or physical indicators.  
One of the discourses that emerged early in my interviewing was the neoliberal concept of 
individual success and equality that pressured the girls away from directly recognizing and 
labelling inequalities. Once I recognized these emerging discourses, I honed my interview 
questions towards a higher level of sensitivity to their anxiety about being seen as ‘complainers’ 
who refuse to take responsibility for their own actions, and allowed them to tell their stories in a 
way that made them feel safe from the learned consequences.  I presented with a Rogerian, 
person-centred demeanour that I hoped would indicate to them that they would not be judged 
by these neoliberal discourses (Rogers, 2012). I continued to expand on effective lines of 
questioning from beginning focus groups to facilitate discussions in later focus groups with the 
goal of producing richer data through the trust and comfort of my participants.  
The intention of these interviews was to locate themes in the girls’ narrative and then map and 
analyse the dominant discourses on gender to see how the girls’ positionings were being shaped 
by discursive frameworks of language and if there were ruptures in their narratives that could be 
allowing new forms of gender differentiated positions. I attempted to probe the structures and 
processes that enable these girls to challenge conventional discourses.  I looked, in depth, at 
what they were doing and what they are saying to escape these feminine identities and create 
new spaces for alternative expressions of girlhood.  I explored how they were trying to free 
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themselves from naturalized, pre-conceived positions and binaries, which would normally 
prevent them from performing outside those spaces.   
 
Individual interviews 
From the focus groups emerged eight participants who showed a higher level of critical 
reflexivity to gender issues for an in-depth, face to face interview and analysis.  The interviews 
were limited to this number to keep within the scope and timeline of my project.  The small 
sample of interviews also allowed for a deeper, more detailed analysis of experience in a private, 
confidential setting where the interviewee was free from all other relational influences other 
than mine, and able to potentially explore more personal feelings and beliefs.  Interviews were 
semi-structured with a list of topics to cover in several main questions that allowed exploration 
of key topics that addressed the research questions (Mason, 2002).  The interview topics were 
drawn from an interview schedule which strove to derive data to answer the research questions. 
Utilizing open-ended questions allowed me to gather key information while not limiting new 
forms of knowledge (Boeije, 2009).  The beginning questions were designed to be neutral and 
relatively innocuous, allowing the interviewee to speak to a broad and comfortable subject such 
as; ‘What is your opinion of school uniforms?’ and ‘What is the aspect you most value about 
your school?’ while building trust and rapport.   The semi-structured interview format allowed 
me to elicit divergent views and opinions while allowing the girls a freedom of expression 
outside of those topics with the goal of viewing new forms of change occurring in the girls’ 
experiences, beliefs and motivations.  In addition, the light structure provided by the interview 
schedule also served to reduce the anxiety of the participants and build rapport as simple 
prompts generated discussion, but also allowed them to speak past the prompting questions to 
encourage further exploration.  These semi-structured questions proved invaluable as 
exploratory vehicles to girls who struggled to imbue their own voices with discourses of 
authority.  In some interviews I included more specific, but non-threatening lines of questioning 
derived from previous focus groups or observation with the participant.  Interviews lasted 
anywhere from 45 minutes to one and a half hours based on the availability and discretion of the 
participants.   
Of the eight students chosen for interviews, six were white British, one was black British and one 
was black Ugandan.  Six of the students described themselves as middle class and two described 
themselves as working-class, one was a ward of the government.  Two of the students explained 
they were identified as female at birth, but no longer identified as girls describing themselves 
instead as non-binary.  One of the non-binary students stated they were known to the school 
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community as ‘trans’.  The other stated they had not committed publicly to any category, and 
did not intend to.  The other six students referred to themselves as girls and believed they were 
recognized as such in their school community.  Only one student referred to their religious 
orientation, describing themselves as having come from a ‘Christian upbringing.’  I did not 
broach the question of religious belief as I did not want to imply or influence its importance to 
the participants. Of the eight students interviewed, one was fourteen, one was fifteen, one was 
sixteen and five were seventeen years of age.  Although this group of eight students did present 
somewhat of a relative cross section of the school, they were not chosen for this purpose.  Each 
interview participant was chosen for their advanced understanding of gender, or their forms of 
resistance to gendered positionings within the SJB community, with the exception of one.  This 
student was noted in observation and focus group to hold more traditional gender beliefs and 
was chosen to provide a more thorough spectrum of data collection.  
My many years working as a therapist with teenagers proved invaluable in my ability to create a 
working rapport that encouraged the participants’ comfort and self-expression.  A heightened 
awareness and understanding of interviewees responses was a skill set I had previously 
developed and felt confident in, creating a sense of ease to the process.  Also previously 
developed was my ability to create a Rogerian (Rogers, 1966) atmosphere of unconditional 
positive regard that aided in decreasing social desirability bias (Fisher, 1993). Having utilized 
Rogers’ humanist, person-centred approach in my own therapy practice, I subscribed to his 
affirmation that people are more willing to explore their beliefs when they feel free from threats 
and judgement (Rogers, 1951).  My clinical skills also aided me in recognizing narrative themes, 
disruptions, conflicts and inconsistencies, while responding to the participants.  Moving towards 
the girls’ emotionally energetic activations and exploring resistance in their narratives assisted 
them in deeper explanations of their experiences while allowing me to collect richer data.  I 
utilized the interviews to enquire further into how the girls were disrupting and displacing 
dominant gender messages and what structured support or sanctioned their agency by asking 
them to give examples of when they felt empowered and who or what helped to support them.  
I looked at how they become open to reconfiguration, what compelled them to rethink 
themselves and how they came to occupy and defend the positions they choose.  I asked them 
questions about when they had made changes in their behaviour or personality, or friendship 
choices and what motivated those changes. I mapped patterns of how they decode or recode 
their identities within the discursive practices, and if they were re-signifying and deploying 
language.  I looked for forms of support that may be allowing them to choose alternative 
positions, building on information gathered from observation and focus groups to solicit richer 
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data.  My therapeutic background also provided some challenges as I had to be highly reflective 
about my role as a researcher and not move into the position of a therapist, especially when I 
recognized the girls struggling with emotional issues.  Many years of experience in counter-
transference helped me manage this reflexive task. 
I took notes and recorded conversations during the focus groups and interviews in order to 
analyse the data.  I utilized quotations and language that reflected the culture of the girls.  I 
looked for patterns and themes in language as to how and when the girls were resisting 
emphasised femininities and what the sacrifices and gains were to that resistance. I listened to 
the stories of their struggles and triumphs that revealed how our memories create meaning 
through the narrative histories of our lives (Lazar, 2005).  Endeavouring to work in partnership 
with the girls, these narratives focus on the meanings they ascribe to their own experiences, 
recognizing and honouring their agency in all its forms. 
 
Teacher interviews 
While it was not originally part of my research design, which focused entirely on the perspective 
of pupils, it became increasingly apparent that teachers’ expectations of, and behaviour towards 
pupils, was an important influence on gender constructed in the classroom.   How discourses 
emerged and were mediated by teachers seemed significant to how schools become sites for 
the production of gender.  Therefore, I decided to carry out a small number of interviews with 
teachers.  I chose to interview three teachers and school administrator with a long teaching 
history to explore their beliefs and ideologies of gender.  The purpose of these open-ended 
interviews was to expand further on their individual attitudes and beliefs regarding the 
construction of masculinities and femininities in order to consider the influence on institutional 
knowledge (See appendix 3). The participants were chosen from observational interaction with 
the goal of providing a wide spectrum of attitudes and beliefs described in more detail in the 
following table: 
Teacher interview #1 Female Modern Studies Mid-career 
Teacher interview #2 Male PE Mid-career 
Teacher interview #3 Male Modern Studies Early career 




To achieve a degree of gender diversity, I decided to interview one man and one woman 
teaching a ‘soft’ subject (Modern Studies), one man teaching a ‘hard’ subject (PE) and a woman 
administrator. I utilize the terms ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ to reflect the language of SJB as it was 
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presented by both students and school staff to differentiate between two categories of classes.  
The term ‘hard’ was used to describe classes such as Chemistry, Physics and Maths. The term 
‘soft’ was used to describe classes such as English, Modern Studies and Drama. I had never heard 
these terms used to describe categories of classes in the United States.  I found it interesting 
that binary categories of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ also seemed to parallel the binary of ‘male’ and 
‘female’ and appeared to serve as a discursive indicator of appropriate academic choices based 
on gender. Chemistry, Physics and Maths were acknowledged as more masculine subjects.  
These classes were more often dominated by male students and can be argued to result in 
potentially more financially lucrative employment opportunities.  Classes described as ‘soft’ such 
as English, Modern Studies and Drama were seen as more feminine.  These classes were more 
often dominated by girls and were described by the girls as a place where they could be seen to 
excel.  A further discussion of this concept is addressed in Chapter Six. 
The goal of this variation between teachers of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ subjects was to look for any 
differences or correlations between adherence to traditional gender binaries and expectations 
based on their choice of taught subject.  The variation in the career levels was to consider any 
generational differences in historical reference that may be emerging.  With full understanding 
that this sample is far too small to afford any significant data, it appeared during the 
observational process to be an important line of questioning to open for additional discussion.  
Giving further consideration to these teachers’ individual understanding of gender roles 
contributed to the overall data of how social knowledge is constructed in the school, suggesting 
how it may be influencing the students, and how it may differ in individual spaces of the school.  
Unfortunately, a more in-depth exploration of teachers’ influence on gender inequalities was 
beyond the scope of this project. 
 
Collection of data 
Data collection began even before the school site was secured as I recorded the negotiations 
between myself and the Head Teacher in a notebook.  This notebook was used to record all 
observations and transcribed into a narrative form at the end of the observational day.  I was 
careful to punctually transcribe my daily observations to maximise my data retention.   I was 




Analysis of data 
Although there are many ways to analysis ethnographic data, my analysis began when I entered 
the field (Bryman and Burgess, 1994) and became an active participant in the social process of 
representing the localized knowledge of SJB.  I engaged with the data throughout the stages of 
this project as it emerged to determine the direction of the project (Pole and Morrison, 2003). 
After the observations and interviews were completed I began rereading my written narratives 
looking for the stories that seemed to interest me the most.  Utilizing the constant comparative 
method (Miles and Huberman, 1994) I reviewed and compared them considering their personal 
resonation; looking for patterns and their connections.  As I read, I marked all the interesting 
passages in highlighter.  Then I returned again, marking codes and creating categories and 
themes to those passages, sifting and sorting the stories, mining for the golden nuggets in the 
data for analysis.  I felt a need to maintain a kind of intimacy with my data that exists in a direct 
physical relationship.  Piles of paper, highlighted, cut and pasted and organized into piles on my 
rug was how I wanted to interact with this material (see appendix 4). I chose not to use NVivo, 
because I though it separated me too much from my data.  The stories these girls shared with 
me were very personal.  I couldn’t run them through a machine. They needed to be cared for by 
hand.   
I compared my observational descriptions to my personal reflections to determine how this data 
was speaking to me.  I searched for the details that would create the overall story line of my 
work.  I made notes in the data to indicate literature and research that supported my themes 
and then looked again for connections; slowly spinning threads of story lines to create a 
meaningful weave of narratives that represented the girls’ lived experiences. I reflected on the 
girls’ experiences flowing through the thick description of the data and analysis, as themes 
interconnected, forming a relational web. 
I determine which discourses the girls were taking up and how they were actively speaking and 
performing these positions into existence.  I tracked whether or not they were taking up ways of 
being that were devalued or repressed gender discourses (Ringrose, 2013), or whether they 
were defining themselves in terms of what they reject in an attempt to influence their 
experience of power (Kristeva, 1984).  I looked at the conditions under which girls are seen as 
powerful in the school setting and considered what could enlarge, multiply or transform the 
possible discourses for girls to produce a wider range of practices.  I looked at what resources 
support structures that may be enabling the girls to establish forms of agency that allow them to 





In order to understand how gender inequalities were moving, unseen within the social 
knowledge of the school, this research design also utilized critical discourse analysis to explore 
how meaning is often rooted in language (Blanche, Painter and Durrheim, 2006) and how that is 
related to continuity and change on a structural level (Fairclough, 2000) in this educational 
environment. According to Durrheim (1997) discourse analysis aims to account for how 
communal knowledges construct objects through a shared reflexive process that is ingrained in 
‘regimes of truth’ (p. 181).  Parker (2014) expands on this premise, suggesting that the reflexive 
process of discourse analysis is also productive in that it can create new understandings of 
meanings and the potential for change. 
What is the point of overturning convention and deconstructing truth? In short it has 
political aims of disrupting the progressive and exploitative effects associated with 
institutionalized discourses and forms of life.  Discourse analysis doesn’t describe or 
explain the world; it is a critical enterprise, a reflexive process, a form of ideology 
critique. 
(Durrheim, 2014; p 181) 
One of the goals of this research is to interpret how meaning is produced in language by 
exposing the gendered messages implicit within discourses and how they are created and 
reproduced in this progressive Scottish school as truths in the form of social narratives.  
Providing and maintaining social regularity through discursive consistency in communities of 
practice, social narratives indicate what is valuable and meaningful as well as who has power, in 
what form and in which places.  These narratives are multiple, conflicting, inherently unstable, 
regularly contested and vying for the privilege to construct and dominate meaning (Langellier 
and Peterson, 2004).  Which narratives take dominance in the school community is important 
because how the girls understand themselves and their position in the community is relational 
as their realities are interpreted through the influence of these socially constructed discourses 
(Strine, 1991). Row (2005) suggests that it is our need for relationality that gives these 
discourses their power as we are enticed to take up subjectivities as a form of inclusion; as the 
‘effect of belonging-of the affective, passionate and political ties that bind us to others.  





The ‘gravity’ of belonging cannot be underestimated as the girls are often seen to accept 
subjectivities they describe as incongruent to their sense of self in order to ‘fit in.’  It can be 
argued that the implicit discursive messages in the local social knowledge work to influences 
their choices.  Attempting to map these influences can be challenging as they are often multiple 
and conflicting as girls perform to the pressures of social expectations, particularly around 
concepts of gender. The girls’ descriptions of their subjective performances were influenced by 
the intersectional pull of the many influences of their world.  These influences encircle them like 
a field of gravity and shifted and changed based on relationships, locations and circumstances.  
Family, culture, religion, media, friends, etc. all had the ability to shape their gendered 
performance offering them expectations and reflecting back an image in relation to their 
performance.  The girls seemed to base their performance decisions on what was at stake in that 
moment, often corresponding to the access of power and agency in their lives.  I saw the 
multiple influences impacting their performances turning like the balance staff axle of a watch 
piece, but offering no such atomic exactitude.  Were they being offered agency and power, 
esteem from family and friends, approval and support from culture and religion, or those 
consequential losses? The girls’ performances were guided by these intersectional influences 
and the degree of value they place on that reflection. These influences tended to regulate or 
conflict with each other while being influenced by societal ideologies of capitalism, racism and 
patriarchy.  I offer the following simplified graphic to indicate how I viewed societal influences 
working as an intersecting wheel, shifting and shaping the girls’ gendered performances based 
on the significance of the variables at play in an individual interaction.  It is my own conceptual 
design utilized to recognize and reflect on how girls described the motivation behind their 
choices.  It was not used to predict gendered behaviours, but instead allowed me to better track 




Image 1:  The gender performance wheel 
Through this process I attempted to determine when performativity moved into acceptance of 
subjectivity and what the social meanings of that positioning might be.  Since I was interested in 
exploring how change might occur in this social practice, I identified girls in observation who 
were performing outside the boundaries of traditional femininities to further explore their 
beliefs and understandings of the discourses that inform their subjective positionings. I wanted 
to understand how their identities were influenced by their intersectionalities, which of these 
influences motivated their performances, where and in what way.  I wanted to procure detailed 
data on the acceptance or resistance of the contested spaces of subjectivities as they become 
sites of conflict, power and resistance in our webs of meaning (Lazar, 2005). 
With the understanding that knowledge has multiple forms and origins, this research strives to 
consider the experiences of the girls of SJB as filtered through their bodily experience and their 
communities of practice by analysing discourses that create and reproduce power and social 
inequalities.  By focusing on how social narratives negotiate and construct power through 
gender relations and how that impacts the girls’ social and personal identities, we can begin to 





The work of this research complies with the British Education Research Association (2011) and 
the Scottish Educational Research Association Ethical Guidelines (2005).  Research clearance was 
obtained through the School of Education Ethics Committee according to regulations governing 
the conduct of research by the University of Edinburgh.  With the goal of honesty and a 
consistent approach throughout my research, I endeavoured to ensure the safety, dignity, 
wellbeing and rights of those associated with my research.  I was aware of the relationship of 
researcher and the power and trust that comes with that position and any potential conflicts of 
interest that could create.  I worked to create an environment that authorized the voices of the 
girls’ as ‘expert’ in this research.  Many of the girls were clearly taken aback by being placed in 
positions of authority which is often a positioning privileged to males and adults such as myself.  
I therefore, endeavoured to provide a safe and private space for them to experience that role.  
Allowing them the position of ‘expert’ and authority of their own experiences created a more 
equitable interview environment, reducing their sense of power imbalance and increasing their 
access to agency.     
This research was undertaken and analysed over a one year time period.  I used personal 
interpretation as well as comparison of the findings in information gleaned from literature 
reviews.  I was cognisant of my role in the study and how my personal background and 
experiences shape my interpretations and the meaning I ascribe to the data.  All participants 
(see appendix 5), the Head Teacher (see appendix 6) and the classroom teachers (see appendix 
7) received detailed written information of informed consent explaining the research and how 
and why they were chosen to participate in age-appropriate language.  I also explained my 
research objectives to the participants verbally and in writing so that they were clearly 
understood.  A letter was sent to parents explaining my research and time commitment, and 
signed parental permission was obtained for each student under the age of 17 (see appendix 8). 
The girls were informed before the interview that they could withdraw from the study at any 
point and could choose whether or not to answer any question.  Consent was explained in clear 
detail to each participant and signed forms were gathered. Permission was requested from the 
girls to voice record focus groups and interviews.  The issues of child protection were discussed 
with relevant individuals and institutions before this research commenced.   
Because of the potential all research has to pose a negative impact or risk to the participants, I 
took every measure to minimise the risk of distress.  All names and anything that may lead to 
the identities of subjects were protected.  Realizing the delicacy of this subject matter, extreme 
diligence was given to confidentiality and the anonymity of the girls were given pseudonyms. I 
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kept interview findings confidential and did not discuss any data with parents or school 
administration.   I endeavoured to establish a relationship of honesty and trust with the subjects 
and the educational institution with the highest appreciation for the trust placed in me by the 
research participants. 
I was also aware of how my work as a researcher could be seen as potentially critical to the 
school.  SJB, as a field site was more than welcoming and supportive throughout my experience 
there.  Ms Hale was my gatekeeper and she did everything in her power to facilitate my work. 
For that, I am forever indebted to her.  However, there were moments when I became aware of 
tensions in certain school spaces and worked to defuse them.  For example, it was clear during 
my initial meeting with the Head Teacher that his investment in the school’s narrative of 
diversity and equality was significant.  His confident assurance of a lack of gender inequality at 
SJB showed a determination to fix this narrative as permanent and unquestionable.  It was key 
vertebrae in the spine of the school’s diversity and inclusion ethos.  There were also a number of 
small moments with staff where I became sensitive to my positioning as a researcher in their 
school.  In particular, a teacher whose classroom I had previously observed anxiously 
rescheduled her interview twice.  She appeared very nervous during her apology which caused 
me to wonder if she may be secretly anxious about the interview.  Directly after her second 
cancellation she told me a story of how her Department Head had met with her to reprimand 
her for allowing the boys too much freedom in her classroom.  It occurred to me that she may 
have thought my classroom observations were the prompt to this reprimand. In fact, they were 
not.  I was always very careful not to discuss my experiences with other staff members.  
However I understood how she might draw this conclusion.  Based on this possibility I never 
followed up with a third attempt at an interview.  I wanted to respect the fact that she may not 
be able to tell me she was uncomfortable being interviewed.  There were other incidents where I 
felt my presence caused some slight tension and some of these moments are discussed in the 
following chapters.  Many times during data collection I was moved to intervene in student 
discipline.  Having worked in schools for many years, stopping altercations was second nature to 
me.  However I did my best to remain a disinterested observer, noting such incidents in my field 
notes and reflecting on my own responses.  Recognizing that, as a researcher, I am a tool of 
construction to an ethnographic narrative of this local community, I was highly cognisant of the 





This research project is a small, in-depth view of how girls in one secondary school in Scotland 
are accommodating or resisting traditional femininities to make meaning about where they 
‘belong’ in their world with the goal of viewing social change as it is occurring.  As such, there are 
numerous limitations to this project.  A larger diversity of sampling in age, ethnicity, socio-
economic, sexual identity and geographic location are outside the scope of this project and offer 
further opportunities for additional research.  Also, despite efforts to choose participants who 
were gender aware and articulate, there remained limitations to their abilities to fully express 
themselves.  These limitations were driven by a number of factors such as: the naturalization of 
gender and the unconscious nature of this process, as well as the lack of descriptive language 
available to describe gender inequalities.  The intention of such a small study is to provide a 
detailed snapshot of the process of gender construction and its influence on the lives of a few, 
select girls with the goal of shedding light on a complicated process in order to advance our 
understanding and further our dialogue.   
As a school community, SJB has modelled itself on being a diverse and inclusive educational 
environment.  This ethos is expressed on its walls, in the form of inclusive messages on posters. 
It is expressed in its walls in the form of architectural construction that strives to create more 
inclusive spaces.  And it is expressed through its walls as their glass transparency illuminates 
safer spaces for students to traverse with equality. Yet, the very frameworks of inequality are 
built into the foundations of our social systems, opaque and obscured from view.  How we 
perceive equality dictates how we respond to it.  The following chapters present a detailed 
description of how, despite the most noble of intentions, a progressive Scottish school produces 













This thesis is concerned with how a group of girls construct femininities by working with, as well 
as against dominant readings of gender produced in a progressive school in Edinburgh, U.K.  In 
order to understand how they do this, I am going to discuss the naturalisation of gender, and its 
implications for how the girls understand and construct femininities including an exploration of 
how gender binaries become historically embedded in our social and political systems, policing 
and limiting how individuals enact gender.  I will begin by discussing the naturalisation of gender, 
and its implications for how girls understand and construct femininities.  I will go on to review a 
range of more current perspectives highlighting how gender is constructed and produced by 
reviewing literature suggesting gender is performative.  Then through a consideration of feminist 
standpoint theory, I will attempt to demonstrate how we might think more fluidly about girls’ 
construction of femininity and situate it within a web of intersecting power relations.  As already 
stated, schools are particularly interesting sites for the production of gender, so I will review 
literature examining schools as communities of practice, and look at two selected ethnographic 
studies of schoolgirl femininities. Given the changes in schools resulting from prevailing 
neoliberal ideologies and their associated reforms, I will go on to consider specifically how 
schools are neoliberal sites for the production of femininities. I will then return to some 
theoretical perspectives associated with poststructuralism, in particular post-structuralist 
constructions of agency, to consider how agency and power are recognized and rewarded in 
order to introduce the importance of girls’ ability to critically reflect on these engendered 
positionings to create the necessary internal agency that can bring about change in concepts of 
power and social knowledge in their lives. 
 
The naturalization of gender 
This literature review begins by considering the historical construction of masculinities and 
femininities.  One of the main challenges to our contemporary understanding of gender 
construction is the essentialist perspective that gender is ‘natural,’ as masculinities and 
femininities are viewed as binary opposite traits, assumed to be inherent properties of each sex.  
Connell (1995) suggests that this is the key hegemonic force that drives our understanding of 
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gender; he4 argues gender differences are often viewed as innate and inescapable, resulting in 
the constitution of gender roles as ‘common sense’ and unchangeable. 
Gender is, above all, a matter of the social relations within which individuals and groups 
act…gender must be understood as a social structure…not an expression of biology, nor 
a fixed dichotomy in human life or character.  It is a pattern of our social arrangements, 
and in everyday activities or practices which those arrangements govern. 
 (Connell, 1995; p 10) 
The view of gender as fixed and unalterable has a number of consequences.  According to 
Paetcher (2002), if we consider the difference between men and women as natural and 
inescapable, then we are trapped and encapsulated by the power/knowledge relations.  Others 
have argued that gender in cultural practice is not just viewed as a form of difference, but rather 
as a division used to justify inequality and oppression (Rakow, 1986).  In fact Paetcher (2003) 
compares several important studies that document how gender naturalizations are expressed 
with babies, each of these is worth looking at in some depth.  Smith and Lloyd (1978) examined 
how 32 mothers interacted with infants five to ten months old, based on the perceived sex of 
the babies and found consistent maternal expectations regarding the gendered behaviour of the 
infant.  They write: 
The operation of maternal stereotypes about sex-appropriate behaviour can be seen in 
initial toy choice, in verbal behaviour directed toward the infant and in maternal 
responses to the infant’s gross motor action…Maternal involvement with male 
stereotypes concerning strength and athleticism is reflected in mothers’ effort to 
verbally encourage the perceived boy to crawl, walk, and engage in other large-scale 
vigorous and coordinated physical action.  
(Smith and Lloyd, 1978; p 1264) 
Ruble and Martin’s (1998) findings were similar: boys were being encourage to participate in 
physical activity while girls were encouraged to participate in nurturance play, suggesting that 
this kind of early teaching encourages gender stereotyped learning.  In an experiment with 
mothers and their 11-month old babies, Mondschein, Adolph and Tamis-LeMonda (2000) found 
significant gender bias in a group of mothers who expected their girls to fail the crawling task 
even when the probability of success was 100%.  At the same time they expected their boys to 
                                                          
4 The pronoun ‘he’ is utilized here as this reference predates Connell’s transition.  The pronoun ‘she’ will 
be used on references after transition. 
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succeed even when the probability was 0%.  Tests carried out by the researchers revealed 
‘identical levels of motor performance’ in both girls and boys (Mondschein, Adolph and Tamis-
LeMonda, 2000).  These three studies show how our perceptions of gender lead to potential bias 
in performative expectations as well as how children learn their expected identities in the social 
knowledge of their community.  Connell (1987) summarizes eighty years of psychological 
research designed to address the difference between men and women and finds little to support 
the difference assertion. ‘If it were not for the cultural bias of both writers and readers, we 
might long ago have been talking about this as ‘sexual similarity’ research’ (p 170).  Gender, 
argues Connell, is not an expression of biology, but rather an important social category and 
organizational system of social relations.  We learn to pattern our behaviour and expectations 
based on circulating social knowledge in our communities.  ‘We claim a place in the gender order 
– or respond to what we have been given – by the way we conduct ourselves in everyday life’ 
(Connell, 1987; p 6). Indoctrinated to these social norms from our earliest memories, such 
symbolism comes to reside within our consciousness (Connell and Pearse, 2015). 
 
Indeed, it could be argued we become gendered members of our communities before we are 
born, based on ultra sound images.  Our sexed body indicates to our community members a 
spectrum of legitimate and socially sanctioned behaviours that fit into the community’s label of 
‘masculine’ or ‘feminine’ according to the practices of that community (Paechter, 2003).  
Paechter (2007) suggests that the process of constructing gender as a moral certainty has 
profound implications for an individual’s sense of self.  For instance, in her work on how children 
learn masculinities and femininities, she points out that the distinction between male and 
female is fundamental to how we understand ourselves as human beings, arguing that it governs 
how individuals are treated, roles they typically take in society, and how they are expected to 
feel and behave.  By considering the hegemonic system as the status quo, we maintain the 
interactional expectations attached to women and men based on gender.  It is taken for granted 
as inevitable and ‘natural’ knowledge, creating a framework that influences how people think 
and understand social gender constructions.  This process encapsulates power relations and 
obscures the possibilities of other options outside that framework.  Paechter suggests that 
despite the advances in research regarding gender construction, these deterministic 
perspectives continue to drive current knowledge and expectations in our society, creating 
limitations and boundaries for individual actualization.  Such perspectives often hinder girls from 
achieving important milestones in the form of power and leadership opportunities, as pressure 
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to conform to cultural norms and expectations cause girls to hide, downplay, or deny rather than 
embrace and celebrate their success (Benjamin, 2003; Ringrose, 2007; Gill and Scharff, 2013). 
 
How gender is constructed  
The naturalization of gender creates notions of social difference for men and women, evoking 
boundaries of inclusion and exclusion around these categories.  It can be argued that social 
inequalities are constructed through these categorical boundaries.  Butler (1988) argues the 
problem lies within the conflation of sex and gender, as sex is the bodily identification for a 
category while gender is the performance of that category.  Drawing from de Beauvoir’s (1974) 
suggestion that to be a woman is not a biologic action but rather a historical expectation as she 
claims that ‘One is not born, but, rather, becomes a woman’ (p 38) through ‘an identity 
instituted through a stylized repetition of acts’ (p 519).  Butler concurs that gender is not a 
natural ‘interior essence’ (p 520), but is instead a learned social performance. The naturalization 
of gender suggests that the category of an individual’s bodily sex dictates certain social 
meanings. Influenced by the dualism of binaries, gender categories become informed with 
expectations traveling within social discourses.  These gendered rules and expectations are 
communicated through normalizing discourses that inform men and women’s behavioural 
boundaries.  The body becomes the site from which the possibilities of performance generate as 
an individual takes up meaning in local gender discourses to perform their gender.   According to 
Butler (1989) the body is a cultural signifier that bears meaning to the historical expectations of 
femininity.  Gender becomes a kind of prescribed fiction we are expected to enact.  To what 
degree we perform to social expectations is also related to our reward of positive social 
feedback and the related power.  ‘Hence, as a strategy of survival, gender is a performance with 
clearly punitive consequences’ (Butler, 1988; p 522).   
Butler (1990) goes on to propose that gender discourses produce identity labels and social 
locations through dualistic/binary relationships.  All major binary opposites (white/black, 
heterosexual/homosexual, male/female) serve as signifying processes in a polarized and 
dynamic relationship of meaning that produces the construction of subjective identities through 
the process of ‘othering’. It is through this act of ‘othering’ or sending people to the other side 
and placing them outside the boundary of the optically centred primary positioning, that we are 
able to establish our own identities in relation to the position we have allowed them (Epstein, 
1993).  Based on their polarities, binary formulations causally construct hierarchical social and 
symbolic orderings that suggest a ridged and innate nature with no form of inhabitable space in 
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the middle (Sered and Norton-Hawk, 2001).  The naturalized qualities of gender then become 
the direction of how to perform that gender. 
The view that femininities are defined as the excluded ‘other’ of masculinity, describing their 
relationship as dualistic rather than equal opposites is one that Paechter (1990) expands.  In 
following with the ideas of de Beauvior (1974) Paechter suggests that masculinity is presented as 
the invisible primary placeholder; the assumption is that to be a person is to be male.  
Masculinity maintains the optically centred position of superiority in relation to femininity and 
men maintain their right to those superior characteristics while the gender category of woman is 
stigmatized as problematic and inferior (Schippers, 2007; Paechter, 1998).  Paechter (2006) 
proposes that, based on this framework, the two genders can never attain equality, because 
their differences are constructed as opposite.  They cannot be compared as the subordinate 
term is negated.  Placing normative femininities and masculinities in contrasting positions 
creates a ‘normal’ and an ‘abnormal’ positioning; this has the effect of rendering intelligibility 
and power to the normal, whilst removing it from the abnormal. In this dualistic relation, 
femininity is defined as a lack or an absence of masculinity (Kessler and McKenna, 1978; 
Paechter, 2006).  The power of these gender discourses lies in these dualistic positions that 
evoke polarity to their categorization.  When we step outside of dualistic, humanistic 
frameworks we become aware that normative femininities and masculinities have no power 
without the contrasting presence of the abnormal or non-normative gender (Reynold and Allan, 
2006). 
Attempting to disrupt the naturalization of gender Butler (1990) argues instead that ‘the subject 
is not determined by the rules through which it is generated because signification is not a 
founding act, but rather a regulated process of repetition’ (p 145).  Instead, she argues it is the 
‘exclusionary apparatus of production’ that limits, restricts and reinforces gendered practices: 
If the inner truth of gender is a fabrication and if a true gender is a fantasy instituted and 
inscribed on the surface of bodies then it seems that gender can be neither true nor 
false, but are only produced as the truth effects of a discourse of primary and stable 
identity.  
(Butler, 1990; p 337)  
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Of particular significance is Butler’s (1990)5 recognition of the multiplicity of discourses available 
to individual subjects created through the intersections of their personal history and 
relationships. These multiplicities become active, vying for influence as girls negotiate and 
challenge discourses.  These negotiations can become highly energetic because of the multiple 
and complicated influences, resulting in constantly shifting and unstable subjectivities.  It is 
within this recognition of the instability of discourses that their ‘truth effects’ become vulnerable 
as the legitimacy of determinism is challenged.  Butler suggests that despite the fact that this 
recognition renders humanist concepts unable to secure their assertion of stability through a 
unified, rational thinker, they remain useful in their historical framework for the purpose of 
deconstruction.  This is a premise which my research strives to utilize and advance in its data 
analysis in order to explore the girls’ understanding of the vulnerable position this dualism 
places them in. In recognizing and critically deconstructing the regulatory norms that reify the 
privilege that supports them, there may be potential for displacement through the decentring of 
polarities that peripheralize ‘othered’ identities, constructing new spaces for the girls to explore 
in the form of identity and social knowledge (Butler, 1990). 
 
The production of gender 
As Butler advances the understanding from ‘being’ gender to ‘doing’ gender I will now expand 
on the idea of gender as performative. It has also been argued that gender is not just socially 
imposed but is also socially produced.  West and Zimmerman (1987) suggest that, like actors in a 
play, we receive external direction from our communities of practice regarding which roles we 
are allowed to perform.  However, we engage in the performance based on what roles we 
choose and how we perform them.  It can be argued that the ways in which we perform 
masculinities and femininities or ‘do’ boy or girl through our behaviour, attitudes, thoughts and 
beliefs demonstrates to ourselves and others how we are male or female. Advancing our 
understanding of how gender construction occurs, West and Zimmerman (1987) suggest that 
through the process of learning our place in the gendered world, we are not necessarily 
internalizing gender-specific behaviours.  They suggest instead we are learning how to work and 
navigate gender relationships by adopting and producing certain gender performances in hopes 
of attaining certain social consequences.  West and Zimmerman (1987) present gender as a 
powerful ideological mechanism ‘which produces, reproduces and legitimizes choices and limits 
                                                          
5 The extensive contribution of Butler’s work to our understanding of gender is too large to address 




predicated on sex categories’ (p 146).  As an ongoing emergent feature of social situations, 
gender then becomes an outcome and a rationale which reinforces and legitimatizes gender 
divisions as fundamental, resulting in the moral certainty of a world of two sexes, justifying 
sexual stratification and inequality.   
It is important to remember that gender is one of many indices of difference, and school 
contexts are the site of the production of gender identities as part of a network of multiple and 
intersecting structural differences (Crenshaw, 1989).  Because of the many influences impacting 
gender, there are no universal rules for how gender is learned or performed (Connell, 2005).  
Gender patterns develop in our lives through ongoing encounters with the constraints and 
possibilities of the existing gender order in our communities.  In these encounters the individual 
improvises, copies, creates and develops characteristic strategies for handling situations in 
which gender relations are present.  Gender positioning occurs through identity labels used to 
designate the social location of the individual in relation to those around them producing 
reinforcing and reifying gender expectations while simultaneously negating and policing 
heterogeneity (Butler, 1990; Connell, 2005; Currie et al., 2006). This research is underpinned by 
this premise in order to recognize the many influences that lead girls to accommodate or resist 
the gender positionings. 
Duetsch (2007) challenges the concept of performative gender by suggesting that using the 
notion of ‘doing gender’ changes the way we understand how gender is constructed.  In 
reflecting on the limitations of ‘doing gender.’ Duetsch suggests: 
The word “doing” evokes the notion of creating difference rather than erasing it as 
gender becomes an accomplishment that is created and recreated in social interaction.  
Such emphasis puts the spotlight on the developing differences that legitimate 
discrimination and inequality based on sex category.  
(Duetsch, 2007; p 109) 
In fact, by highlighting the significance of the interactional process, as Thorne (2002) has also 
argued, we change rational aspects of dynamic construction by disrupting permanency.  Arguing 
that gender as difference serves to reinforce inequality Duetsch (2007) presents the idea of 
‘undoing gender’ in the form of deconstruction stating that gender research often ignores the 
possibility of change inherent in the interactional component. 
Of significance to my research is the suggestion that ‘undoing gender’ has the power to discredit 
gender determinism (Duetsch, 2007) generating new space and potential in gendered 
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institutions and social interactions which results in an expansion of how agency can be viewed 
(Andersen, 2005).  In order to expose the inherent instability of the false assertions of 
essentialism we must recognize and legitimize the situated performances of subjects hidden in 
spaces between the dualism that imbues the subject with choice and power.  Duetsch’s premise 
is critical to this project in examining how the girls ‘do’ or ‘undo’ gender, looking for forms of 
agency and power that create paths to equality and challenge structural change. 
 
A feminist standpoint 
To understand how girls may be recognizing and challenging the local power structures that 
influence the meanings they make of their lives, it is necessary to utilize conceptual tools that 
help us understand how girls’ construct their identities. Another important contribution to the 
conceptualization of gender identity is feminist standpoint theory.  Hartsock (1983) suggests that 
we find meaning and form perspectives based on our social positionings which then influence 
and shape our understanding of the world.  Also rejecting the suggestion of a singular version of 
truth, Hartsock instead ascribes and anchors authority in individual knowledge interrupting the 
essentialized value of dominant groups.  Advancing the idea that subjective positionings shift 
and change with the immediacy of the moment, the lived history of the individual often eclipses 
the available subjective positionings, causing the individual to reject or resist them.  ‘Locating 
these performances in time and space, as well as theorizing how situated, knowing subjects do 
identity, deepens our intellectual power and enables a political one as well’ (Nelson, 1999, p 
351). 
As a conceptual tool to help deconstruct these positionings, Smith (2006) introduces the method 
of inquiry of institutional ethnography in order to move outside the scientific ideology of the 
objectified subject in the exploration of social institutions.  Using the Marxist concept of “ruling 
relations” (p 10) she describes socially dominant text-based realities that constitute forms of 
consciousness and organize social behaviour through social relations, such as ‘corporations, 
government bureaucracies, academic and professional discourses, mass media, and the 
complexity of relations that interconnect them’ (p 10).  Noting that historically, women have 
been excluded from ruling relations, Smith (2006) employs the term “standpoint” (Hardstock, 
1983; Haraway, 2003; Harding, 2004)6 to: 
                                                          
6 An exploration of feminist standpoint theory is beyond the scope of this thesis.  Please see Young, 
Stanely, and Wise, 1990; Allen, 1996; Naples, 2007.) 
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Create a point of entry into discovering the social that does not subordinate the knowing 
subject to objectified forms of knowledge of society or political economy…creating a 
subjective position within its discourses, which anyone can occupy. 
 (Smith, 2005; p 10) 
Smith’s authorization of the subject’s standpoint releases them from the limitations of dualistic 
discourses and endows them with agency to resist current social knowledge and determine the 
meaning of their own experience from their legitimized perspective.  The authorization does not, 
in fact, change any exterior impediments.  Instead it creates internal empowerment by ascribing 
agency to the legitimacy of the individual’s voice to challenge the impediment to creating and 
shifting social knowledge by those who are marginalized by it. 
To further clarify the theoretical positioning, this thesis does not suggest an essentialist 
understanding of women’s experiences as concrete and consistent.  Instead I consider the girls’ 
individual experiences, authorizing their standpoints of knowledge, and how that knowledge 
influences the meanings they make of the world.  This thesis does, however, recognise the 
binary frameworks that impose repetitively limiting gender norms onto those placed into the 
marginalized category of ‘women’ and how this can create a shared experience of political 
oppression.  By recognizing the legitimacy of the situated knowledge of the girls, we can 
illuminate and validate their unique sets of knowledge while also excavating the power relations 
that lead to their group marginalization. 
 
Gender and communities of practice 
Having explored some conceptual tools to view gender which are critical to this thesis, I will now 
move to the question of schools as the sites for the local production of gender.  I will begin by 
arguing that how we perform our identities is partly determine by an array possibilities we are 
offered (Hey, 1997).  These possible positionings can be read as more or less desirable, based on 
how we are influenced by our intersectionalities, making them both prescribed and proscribed 
(Walkerdine, 2001).  The significance of these proscriptive and prescriptive influences to the 
positions the girls take up or resist is pivotal to my thesis.  Therefore I move to explore further 
how local social knowledges produce gender discourses that shape the social production of 
gender. It could be argued that location is a highly influencing factor to gender production.  
Whether it is our family, our religious institution, or our peer group, each social location can 
offer us differing and potentially conflicting gender roles to play.  My research has been carried 
out in the school environment as it serves as a relatively stable and consistent community of 
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practice: a possible microcosm of the larger social community.  Schools are places where social 
patterns and practices are shared and learned.  How gender is constructed and legitimized 
through the localized social knowledge of the school community is an important component to 
understanding how girls engage with femininities.  By recognizing how these social knowledges 
circulate within the school community we can view how they incite girls to participate in 
gendered performances. How these performances change as they move between social groups 
and locations indicates who in the community has access to opportunities, resources and the 
power to dominate or be dominated (Foucault, 1980; Connell, 2014; Paechter, 2003). 
In order to explore how local social knowledge influences the production of gender at this 
progressive school site it is important to consider two significant ethnographies that explain how 
schools become communities of practise for the (re)production of gender.  Hey (1997) highlights 
how gender performances are influenced and formed in her ethnographic study carried out in 
the communities of practice of two London schools.  Her research reflects on how girls’ 
friendships effect the subjective positioning they choose and emphasises the role of friendship 
groups in the power motivations of policing, managing and supporting these choices.  She 
presents gendered performance as a reciprocal relationship between the performer and the 
audience, likening the performance to people trying on roles like costumes as a part of 
establishing and consolidating who they are.  Also drawing on the concepts of subjectivity 
derived from poststructuralist analysis, Hey views the girls’ experiences as a key category of 
everyday knowledge, providing important structure for people’s lives.  Hey looks at schools as a 
significant site for the circulation of notions of gender and difference looking at how discourse 
permeates the lives of school girls through relations of power and powerlessness as they 
struggle to gain the right to name and reconfigure their own experience (Hey, 1997). 
Of particular interest to me is Hey’s (1997) ethnographic description of the makings of 
femininities as ‘fragmented, messy or haphazard rather than coherent and authentic’ (p 12).  
Walkerdine (1989) agrees, arguing that there is no permanent and immovable gravity which 
enforces girls’ socialization.  Multiple positions of subjectivity are produced and offered for girls 
to participate in, saturated with social meaning and definition, and controlled by the dominant 
ideas of femininities in their communities of practice.  The plurality of these positioning creates 
the potential for multiple points of power (Foucault, 1982) and the resulting pluralistic forms of 
reconfiguration and resistance.  By focusing on how friendship influences the positionings girls 
choose in relation to gender discourses, Hey makes an important contribution to our 




Thorne (1993) also highlights the influence of schools as communities of practice in her 
ethnographic description of how children actively construct gender roles through the conditions 
of their school communities.  Revealing the normalization of gender as a sorting category to 
manage large numbers of children, these groups emphasise differences while normalizing and 
reinforcing the binaries of gender in the language of social identification.  Thorne describes the 
regulating process of children’s bodies evoking Foucault’s concepts of discipline and power, as 
teachers determine where students are to sit, when they are allowed to eat, drink and use the 
toilets. 
Thorne’s (1993) research expands on how school communities normalize gender by considering 
when and where situations and locations become highly gendered and when gender is not an 
issue.  By viewing the emergence or absence of gender as an organizing category, Thorne (1993) 
developed the term ‘borderwork’ (p 65) to denote moments when gender overrides other 
intersections of individual identity to mark gender boundaries.  These boundaries evoke dualistic 
gender stereotypes, as well as implying power and can often become spatialized with 
corresponding territorial resources such as more playground room or athletic spaces for boys.  
Through ‘borderwork’ boys can evoke social hierarchies by treating the girls as ‘an ultimate 
source of contamination, while boys are exempt’ (p 74).  Through the hierarchy of masculinities 
(Connell, 1996; Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) socially dominant boys can also evoke 
hierarchy within their own gender group by banishing, or threatening to banish subordinate 
boys to the devalued girls’ group.  As the boys construct duelling binaries of good group/bad 
group they also evoke corresponding discourses of gendered stereotypes that then offer limiting 
positions of subordination to the girls, barring them from success, power and authority.  Thorne 
suggests that by looking at what is enclosed within and without the boundaries of these groups 
we can gain a better understanding of the construction of power through the micro politics of 
the community based on this maintenance work.  Throne recognizes that ‘power is central to the 
social relations of gender’ (p 158) and the maintenance of gender inequalities that are obscured 
in our pedagogic systems.   
 
Education and neoliberalism 
Thus far, this review has considered literature addressing traditional and more recent 
conceptualisations of gender and their implications for how girls construct femininities.  
However, as neoliberal ideologies have constructed new social relationships between individuals 
and society that redefine agency and power it is necessary to consider the changes in schools 
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resulting from prevailing neoliberal ideologies and their associated reforms.  Of significance is 
the neoliberal relationship between individuals and society that construct individuals as self-
made consumers.  Such relational reconstructions have seductively permeated our social and 
political frameworks with suggestions of individual success, agency and power.  It can be argued 
that they have also trickled down to our micro politics creating a new and conflicting set of 
discourses for girls to manage (Ringrose, 2007; Wilkins, 2012).  As this thesis considers the 
myriad of influences on how girls make meaning of their lived experience, I move now to further 
consider how neoliberalism has influenced power and gender in education.  In order to more 
fully recognize the discourses available to the girls of SJB, I will briefly review how neoliberalism 
has influenced education leading to new discursive pressures that further obscure issues of 
inequality in the educational environment.   
Historically, schools were social institutions with the goals of using education as a means of 
investing in human capital by improving the quality of life and labour (Davies and Bansel, 2007).  
Knowledge and education were considered beneficial to Western governments in Keynesian 
economic systems, and received generous forms of support.  With the onset of neoliberalism in 
the 1970-80s, governments progressively distanced themselves from attributing social value to 
education instead; education became another commodity to sell to individuals whose agency 
was now available through discourses of consumerism (Davies and Ansel, 2007).  Participants of 
educational systems, now positioned as individual entrepreneurs, were separated from ideals of 
social responsibility and sold discourses of free choice through individualism and competition 
that often degenerated into anxiety and failure as unseen social structures of inequality barred 
individual advancement (Bansel, 2007). 
Neoliberal discourse constitutes a set of relations among government, society and the 
individual.  This impacts not only on the terms in which subjects are governed, but also 
on the terms in which they understand and articulate themselves, their lives, their 
opportunities and desires.  
(Davies and Bansel, 2007; p 253) 
Utilizing Foucault’s concepts of governmental rule configuring frameworks that delineate limited 
fields of actions for individuals while maximizing benefits to the architects, we can view how 
political discourses shift from the well-being of the individual in the administrative state to 
neoliberal ideologies that reconfigure the individual as a productive, entrepreneurial consumer 
(Foucault, 1994; Davies and Bansel, 2007).  Relationship as a collective society has been replaced 
by relationship to a productive economy, increasing discourses of individual freedoms while 
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shifting risk from government to the entrepreneur (Saul, 2005).  As forms of social support 
become villainized through their construction as an impediment to economic growth, neoliberal 
discourses support a form of moral-economic totalitarianism (Mouffe, 2005).  As shifting social 
knowledge moves to construct neoliberal government frameworks as inevitable the subject’s 
ability to view themselves outside those positionings is obscured (Foucault, 1977).  Such 
discourses return to a dualistic binary between the economic and the social, active/passive, 
reconstituting the social as a dangerous economic burden.  While realigning social behaviours in 
relation to economic outcomes, such ideologies conflate self-advancement with civic duty and 
moral superiority. Davies and Bansel argue: 
The belief that the market should direct the fate of human beings (rather than that 
human beings should direct the economy) has come to be seen, through the installation 
and operationalization of neoliberal discourses and practices, as a natural and desirable 
condition of humankind.  
(Davies and Bansel, 2007; p 253) 
 
Neoliberalism and agency 
A new obstacle to agency and power, deceptively presented as opportunity, awaits the girls as 
neoliberal discourses of the self-made individual silently reify the social advantage privileging 
males. While such discourses obscure structural oppressions and relegate narratives of social 
inequalities to acts of self-pity, they implicate girls’ lack of effort as the barrier to their own 
success (Harris and Dobson, 2015). An invisible dichotomy is created between discourses of 
traditional femininities and neoliberal discourses suggesting that all social players can succeed if 
they just try hard enough.  This then results in the implication that feminism is no longer 
necessary as the playing field has been levelled, deceptively obscuring gender inequalities.  The 
girls’ inability to access power through the social limitations of gender expectations then 
positions them as personally unmotivated and ineffective failures.  With the implication that 
their lack of power and agency is innate, sexist discourses of female inferiority become reified.  
While neoliberal celebrations of individuals as agents of success simultaneously bar them from 
recognizing structural inequalities the girls confront the ‘contradictory work of ‘doing’ successful 
femininity’ (Ringrose, 2007; p 471). 
Gil (2007) refers to this dichotomy as the ‘agency pendulum’ as girls grasp for forms of agency by 
actively avoiding the claims of sexism in order to escape a narrative of helplessness in which 
someone else controls them (Baker, 2010; Harris and Shield, 2015; Pomerantz et al., 2013).  
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Harris and Dobson (2015) concur, describing the dichotomy as a conflict in discourses of 
empowerment and victimhood: 
If girls are positioned as, and invested in, being seen as empowered, choice making 
agents, this cannot easily be reconciled with being subject to external forces or 
influence…Within post-girlpower conditions we perhaps need to be able to describe 
experience of pain, oppression and suffering outside the terms of ‘victimhood’ and 
within a framework that acknowledges capacity for agency.  
(Harris and Dobson, 2015; p 153) 
Harris (2004) expands on this contradiction explaining that young women have become a 
metaphor for social mobility and change in our modern society.  Impacted by the constraints of 
their autonomy and selected freedoms girls are currently at the intersection of contemporary 
feminism and neoliberalism.  The successful girls discourse comes at a heavy price for girls, 
because it includes both masculine and feminine qualities as girls are expected to be passive and 
nurturing as well as successful, independent learners.  This creates massive contradictions for 
girls to take up and perform as they attempt to juggle the interplay between normative 
femininity and high achievement (Harris, 2004; McRobbie, 2004; Walkerdine and Ringrose, 2006; 
Ringrose, 2007).  
Motivated by critiques of neoliberal discourses and a dissatisfaction of the current UK 
educational policy in which girls can be seen as marginalized and side-lined, Jackson and Jackson 
(2010) bring together a collection of UK-based research.  These works address issues regarding 
girls’ experience of education and the neoliberal philosophy that constitutes girls as flexible, 
autonomous, self-managing, and able to invent and re-invent themselves in order to be 
‘successful’ (Walkerdine and Ringrose, 2006).  This research highlights the double bind 
positioning between traditional femininities that hold the expectation that girls embody 
nurturing and passive qualities while competing as neoliberal learners, resulting in ‘a kind of 
antifeminism, which is reliant, paradoxically on an assumption that feminism has been taken 
into account’ (McRobbie, 2009). These types of competing discourse can create tension and 
resistance for girls.  How they navigate these challenges when choosing positionings that may 
affect their social power as well as their learning, is a key question in my own research. 
Ringrose (2008) expands on the complex power relations and contradictions in the social 
regulation of girls by addressing how educational policy domains are affected by postfeminist 
discourses reflected by the media and popular culture.  Highlighting the pathologization of girls’ 
aggression and their overt sexualisation through the media she explores findings from a research 
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project carried out by the London Knowledge Lab. Ringrose reviews how teens are using social 
networking sites in two UK schools.  She was able to discover multiple sites of resistance and 
disruption in narration where girls navigated highly sexist content and relational sexual 
regulation in creative ways.  Ringrose’s project emphasises the importance of understanding 
how thoroughly girls remain socially defined by their sexualised bodies, and how this 
performance mediates their lives.  Of particular importance to this thesis is Ringrose’s 
suggestions that we must continue to map changes in how girls perform their sexual identities if 
we are to understand how they manage and navigate the challenges of heterosexual femininity 
and masculinity in a hetero-normalized and pornified media culture.  She argues that schools 
urgently need to find ways to address such contradictions and support girls in resisting the 
sexual commodification of their bodies (Ringrose, 2008).  This is an assertion that is supported in 
my research as the girls describe experiences of sexualized objectification resulting in an 
awareness of their bodies being viewed for sexual consumption. 
Indeed, sexual commodification is one of the few paths to power for women in our society.  
However, as Irigaragy (1985) has argued, this promise of power can embrace a double-bind of 
victimization as sexualized identities, sold to girls as agency through discourses of 
empowerment, result in objectification and the potential lack of autonomy to define their own 
experiences.  She writes: 
A woman “enters into” these exchanges only as the object of a transaction, unless she 
agrees to renounce the specificity of her sex, whose “identity” is imposed on her 
according to models that remain foreign to her.  Women’s social inferiority is reinforced 
and complicated by the fact that women does not have access to language, except 
through recourse to “masculine” systems of representation which disappropriate her 
from relations to herself and to other women.  The “feminine” is never to be identified 
except by and for the masculine, the reciprocal proposition not being “true.”(p 
85)…When women want to escape from exploitation, they do not merely destroy a few 
“prejudices,” they disrupt the entire order of dominant values, economic, social, moral, 
and sexual.  They call into question all existing theory, men and men alone.  They 
challenge the very foundation of our social and cultural order, whose organization has 
been prescribed by the patriarchal system.  
 (Irigaragy, 1985; p 165) 
Girls, as McRobbie (2009) has shown, are often entrapped and limited by the very ideologies 
that promise to empower them. How social power and agency is offered to girls is a potentially 
83 
 
dangerous issue as their power is still limited by binaries of patriarchal systems which privilege 
men.  In suggesting that girls now have access to traditionally masculine binaries of choice and 
agency, neoliberal discourses serve to further obscure the structural frameworks that 
disempower girls. Experiencing such deficits can illicit desperate responses to opportunities that 
promise agency and power, but in fact result in exploitation. 
Concepts of empowerment and agency are very complex and can conflict as is often the case 
with neoliberal ideologies and traditional ideologies of femininities, but they can also become 
mired by postfeminist and post-girlpower ideologies.  According to Harris and Dobson (2015) 
girls attempt to make meaning of their experiences through neoliberal message of ‘young 
women constructed as unconstrained and freely choosing...entrepreneurial actors who are 
rational, calculating and self-regulating’ (p 153).  Ideologies of individuality and self-identity, 
informed and driven by consumerism, are then sold to them as individual choice.  
A neoliberal discursive framework through which young women’s lives and experiences 
are articulated in terms of personal successes and failures, determined not by any 
structural forces by personal ‘choices,’ mistakes and psychopathologies is now 
prominent in popular culture and saturates the regulatory regimes that structure their 
social worlds. 
 (Harris and Dobson, 2015, p 153) 
Gill and Scharff (2011) agree that the concepts of agency and choice are fraught with 
contradiction as neoliberal ideologies direct the individual through social and political systems.  
How we recognize and define choice, empowerment and voice requires careful consideration in 
terms of analysing the complexities in our constantly changing worlds (Harris and Dobson, 2015; 
Gonnick et al., 2009).  Harris and Dobson suggest that the false promises of choice in 
neoliberalism often result in the subversion of individual power.  They write: 
This is because in post-girlpower times young women are invited to see themselves as 
inherently powerful; that is, a priori empowered, choice-making agents.  ‘Speaking up’ 
and demonstrating ‘empowerment’ or ‘resistance’ are complexly entwined with 
governmentality and gendered subjectification processes.  We have suggested that we 
need to interrogate the idea that girls are able to resist patriarchy simply by claiming 
their own choices. 
(Harris and Dobson, 2015; p 152) 
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It can be argued that how such ideologies influence our understanding of agency and choice may 
be informing how girls are allowed to access power. Of significance to this research is how these 
ideologies may be influencing SJBs progressive beliefs, moving in the local social discourses to 
obscure impediments to social equality, as well as how the girls are accommodating or resisting 
these often dichotomous discourses. 
 
Post-structuralism and agency 
Building on the concept of agency and the gendered self I now further explore this theme 
through a post-structuralist lens to help expand on the significance of voice and reflexive 
deconstruction on social change.  An understanding of how girls come to recognize the fragility 
of social narratives, make meaning of multiple discourses and move outside of traditional spaces 
is critical to this thesis. Beginning with the significance of the contradictions occurring in the 
plurality of discourses, it is important to consider how these contradictions and pluralities travel 
into subjectivities.  As multiple and conflicting gender discourses disrupt the implied 
permanency of naturalize binaries, illuminating the obscured ‘in-between’ (Kristeva, 2009; 
Irigaray, 1985) spaces outside the boundaries of traditional femininities.  Challenging the 
universal binaries of gender construction, Kristeva (2009) asserts “the only concrete universal is 
the signifying process itself” (167) highlighting the signifying process polarities create in the 
constructed meaning of their dualistic division.  Indeed, the strength of the binary framework 
embedded in humanistic thought which reifies a situated, sedimented future, is how meaning is 
constructed through language. As these ‘in-between’ spaces emerge as positional options for 
the girls, a disruption of the idea of the permanency of traditional binaries occurs, potentially 
exposing the falseness of this naturalized social narrative.  Kristeva (2009) suggests that learning 
to question the restrictions of these newly recognised false narratives is a form of agency or 
resistance.  She argues it has the potential to displace power by creating alternative realities 
which facilitate models of connection necessary to combat and replace types of separation and 
‘othering’ created by the dualism of humanistic thought. 
How we define and ascribe acts of agency in our society is an important question in this research 
project. Indeed, narratives of agency are guarded by privilege and resort back to binaries 
(success/failure, hero/victim, man/women) to create boundaries as to who is allowed to access 
those positionings.  Davies (1991) suggests that as binaries limit access to positions of agency 
and power, they maintain the historically privileged narrative of male agency even while they 
negate and erase the actual behaviours and attributes of women.  Davies (1991) concepts of the 
power of binaries relates to Connell’s (2005) assertion that the naturalization of gender binaries 
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is pivotal to the construction and legitimization of a social gender order that ascribes power and 
privilege to men in the form of social dividends.  Indeed, the concept of agency itself can be 
constructed as a form of male privilege as it is essentially constructed in western society as a 
masculine positioning.  It could be suggested that modern history is actually an example of the 
celebration and worship of white male achievement, while erasing the stories of women and 
people of colour.  While this history maintains and fortifies boundaries through ‘truth’ in 
continuity, it simultaneously reproduces and reifies privilege and power to successful white 
males in the form of authority to determine social knowledge, narrative and meaning (Connell, 
2005). This might happen, for instance, in a school context where boys are allowed to assume 
the right to determine what counts as ‘success’ as I will be arguing later in this thesis.  The elitist 
nature of agency allows those in power to ignore the interactive social construction of agentic 
discourses even as they collectively police access to them.  Such discourses which assert that 
agency, power and success are based on individual merit and free choice automatically relegate 
those who are barred from such discourses to the dualistic position of failure. 
It is the aim of this research to recognize the potential for agency that is created in the interior 
spaces of the individual’s awareness (deveaux, 1994) as they learn to deconstruct the binary 
limitations of humanist discourses (Bensen, 1990).  Indeed, it may be that within this agency lies 
the potential for power and political transformations in the everyday lives of the girls (deveaux, 
1994).  As they learn to recognize the role of these discourse in their self-construction, they may 
create new forms and ways of viewing power in our research and our society.  This is not to 
suggest such agency releases them from social constitution by others, but rather that the power 
of reflection and awareness to this constitution provides them with agency to challenge historic 
social knowledges and construct new and different meanings to these experiences. 
Agency is never freedom from discursive constitution of self but the capacity to 
recognise the constitution and to resist, subvert and change the constitution and to 
resist, subvert and change the discourses themselves through which one is being 
constituted.  It is the freedom to recognise multiple readings such that do discursive 
practice, or positioning within it by powerful others, can capture and control one’s 
identity. And agency is never autonomy in the sense of being an individual standing 
outside social structure and process.  Autonomy becomes the recognition that power 
and force presume subcultural counter-power and counter-force and that such sub-




 (Davies, 1991, p 51) 
Cixous (1981) argues that women are more able to move out of the traditional constraints of 
humanism since they were never privileged by it.  The potential for agency is created simply in 
the critical questioning/deconstruction of dualistic humanistic discourses as the awareness of 
these discourses removes the ‘natural’ and normative power of ‘common sense’ adherence.  
Disconnecting their desire for identification with these discourses, it allows the individual to 
imagine new positionings outside the spaces of normative judgement.  Poststructuralism 
exposes the framework that limits positionings based on white, middle-class moralistic 
discourses of ‘good girl’ choices.  The individual can move within and modify discourses based on 
their critical reflexivity to them although they will still be constituted within them by others 
(Davies, 1991).  Girls gravitation toward same-sex friendship groups, it has been argued, is often 
a way of accessing a community where the social knowledge is more conducive and obliging 
towards forms of agency, as they are less likely to police knowledges and claim authority over 
each other’s narratives (Cixous, 1981; de Lauretis, 1987; Hill Collins, 2002; Ivinson and Murphy, 
2003; Paechter, 2007; Harding, 2016).  
How we define and recognize girls’ agency and resistance is significant to how we recognize girls’ 
responses to their discursive positionings.  Often trapped by our own limitations as researchers 
to view agency outside the binaries of masculine concepts of success and power, we can fail to 
see resistance and change as it is occurring outside those discursive confines.  Coffey and 
Farrugia (2013) suggest multiple challenges to defining the term ‘resistance’ as agency, 
suggesting the potential to obscure agential actions that are not seen as emancipatory is one of 
the many challenges of feminism.  Raby (2005) expands on this idea by stating that we must 
view resistance as ‘more fragmented and transitory’ (p 161), suggesting that it may be found in 
the spaces between contradictory discourses (Raby, 2005; Ringrose, 2008; Harris and Dobson, 
2015).  How girls navigate such contradiction in discourses is of significance to this research in 
order to view the many shapes and forms of agency from the girls’ perspectives. 
 
Gender and the power of social change 
I now move to consider research relevant to the pursuit of highlighting social change as it is 
occurring as I consider the importance of agency and social narrative in the girls’ choices of 
discursive positionings.  Currie et al. (2004, 2006) address the question of how girls create 
agency that changes social knowledge by looking at how girls push the boundaries of traditional 
femininities and ‘popular’ girlhood while taking up ways of being that are devalued or repressed 
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by power. Their research maps what processes work to position girls in discourses of traditional 
femininities and what processes facilitate critical reflexivity that encourage girls to challenge and 
rewrite girlhood.   
Building on this body of research on resistance and change in girls’ subjective positioning, Currie 
and colleagues interview a group of eight skateboarders whom they designate as the “Park 
Gang” (2004) to explore the ways these girls enacted resistance to emphasized femininities and 
work to expand the possibilities for subjectivity within girlhood.  Hey’s (1997) proposition that 
‘by staking a claim to power we are threatened by loss of claims to femininity’ (p 39) is 
supported in this research through the description of the girls’ attempts to navigate the negative 
social reflection from their peers.  The “Park Gang’s” behaviour is initially defined as 
‘unfeminine’ rebellion.  Yet the girls signify their experience and choose to self-define their 
actions as a display of power and agency to forge new identities for themselves which are 
eventually accepted within the social knowledge of the park community. 
By analysing how these girls negotiate and manage the social conditions of possibilities, 
(Foucault, 1980; Walkerdine et al, 2001) Currie et al. (2006) are able to identify agency in the 
girls’ recognition of how they have been constituted as girls in and through the discourse of the 
skate park.  Indeed, it is through the direct examination of subjectivity that we are able to 
understand how old patterns are held in place and how they might be released (Davies, 1993).  
This work relates to this research as it exposes the shifts and fragmentations in social knowledge 
as the girls create alterative positions for themselves and consequently new meaning to their 
experiences that is eventually recognized and sanctioned by their peers. 
By looking at how girls are resisting emphasised versions of femininities and forging alternative 
forms as they struggle for a sense of congruency between their already constituted sense of self 
and contradictory discourses, we may be able to recognize the production of new choices and 
new knowledge.  New meanings within the social communities may be created through girls’ 
acts of resignification (Pomerantz et al, 2011).  It is also possible that, through the awareness 
and recognition of their agency, we could provide additional support that would allow girls to 
convert their agency into forms of successful social capital, power and opportunity as they 
reflect on and relate to their ongoing discursive struggles.  
In studying change and resistance as they are occurring in the “Park Gang” Currie and colleagues 
(2004) are also able to determine that it is mainly through a discourse of equality that girls are 
able to confidently display agency and claim the spaces needed to speak ‘as girls.’ They propose 
that a belief in the right to equality is necessary in order for girls to feel entitled to describe and 
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claim legitimacy for their experiences of girlhood.  Advancing this argument, Kristeva (2014) 
suggests that a belief in the right to equality immediately disrupts the humanist dualism that 
interpellates girls into passive positions of victimhood, and imbues their narrative with the 
potential for agency and power through forms of internal resistance and intimate revolt.  Currie 
et al. (2004) also suggest that girlhood can act as a resignification of feminism necessitating that 
feminist politics stay on the move if it is to remain significant to new generations of women.  I 
return to Davies (1993) argument that individuals who understand the processes through which 
they are made subjects are better able to resist certain forms of subjectivity.   Rather than 
maintain them through the illusion that these beliefs are their own, historical gender 
expectations embedded in our social structure require our willingness to ‘do gender’ to maintain 
the power of this ‘natural’ knowledge.  She suggests that once we realize the extent to which 
subjectivity is historically and socially structured we are more likely to develop critical reflexivity 
between ourselves, how the dominant society tries to position us, and who we actually want to 
be.   
Ringrose also suggests that the researcher may need to interrogate their own definitions of 
agency and resistance.  How these terms are defined may influence our ability to see outside the 
bounded categories of our own analysis (Ringrose, 2008).  McDonald (1999) furthers this idea 
suggesting, ‘we need to produce instruments of analysis capable of recognizing conflict where 
there appears only pathology, of exploring the creativity of actors where there appears only 
dysfunction (p 217).  Harris and Dobson’s (2015) recommendation that we learn to ‘develop 
accessible language and terms to enable articulation of the complexity of girls’ relationships to 
the structure/agency binary’ (p 154) is significant to this project.  McRobbie (2004) speaks to the 
critical importance of this process if we hope to identify the structural oppressions that inform 
the girls’ subjective positionings.  
 
The role of education in social change 
A pivotal component to identifying these structural oppressions in pedagogy is rooted in the 
maintenance and reproduction of traditional gender roles in the status quo of the school 
knowledge.  I return to Connell (1994) who suggests that our basic school curriculum is, in fact, a 
“dominant, or hegemonic, curriculum, derived historically from the educational practice of 
European upper class men.” (Connell, 1994; Stromquist, 1995).  According to Connell (1994) 
macro politics are highly gendered through majority male representation.  Maintaining powerful 
influence over the status-quo, this process results in a filter down to local institutions as well.  
Stromquist (1995) suggests we have not given sufficient attention to the role of the education 
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system in maintaining inequalities and the importance of the role ‘of teachers in the questioning 
of conventional representations for women and in the creation of alternative environments for 
girls and boys is clearly recognized, but it remains more a conceptual realization than a practical 
effort’ (p 91). 
Stromquist also suggests that feminist have failed to understand the significant political 
influence of schools to shape and change ideological power relations within the educational 
community. 
If women get an education that does not address the naturalization of gender (nor that 
of class or race) in society, then women become capable of making more and better 
contributions to the economy and to the family as presently constituted, while their 
increased schooling does not threaten the status quo, and so the basic structures of 
ideological and material domination are retained and sustained.  Curriculum content 
remains to be seriously reviewed and consequently modified; all courses should be 
affected, but perhaps primarily history, social studies, and family life.  Some areas have 
remained untouched by feminist questioning, a notable one being physical education, 
one of the most gender-divided subjects in high school. 
(Stromquist, 1995, p 93) 
Numerous difficulties impede the effectiveness of educational institutions in meeting this 
challenge, such as the incorrect conclusion that access to education abolished inequality for 
girls.  Another such impediment is an absence of training for teachers to learn to recognize 
gendered stereotypes which could provide much needed support for girls as they try to step 
outside the limiting discourses (Stromquist, 1995). 
There is sufficient evidence in this literature to support the need for further dialogue and 
research regarding gender discourses and knowledge in our education systems.  With the goal of 
advancing our understanding of the individual’s reflectivity to the engendered self in resisting 
and changing socially constructed gender expectations (Davies, 1992; Hey, 1997; Weedon, 1997) 
this research proposes that critical reflexivity is necessary if girls are to challenge discourses that 
sustain their subordination to men and allow them further negotiation and control of decisions 
that affect their futures.  The acknowledgement and support of girls’ struggles to change their 
discursive positioning will further their efforts to construct healthy identities and shift social 
knowledges that impact their daily social and political realities.  By utilizing a critical feminist 
ethnographic narrative to look at what is normally ignored, invalidated or erased in the lives of 
these girls, this research hopes to contribute to the discussion of the crisis in knowledge 
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representation (Pillow and Mayo, 2014).  Challenging the neoliberal ideologies that suggest 
inequality has been addressed, this project strives to surface new forms of social reality that 
deserve consideration and reification.  In highlighting the importance of power, agency and 
representation to how girls are forging their social identities this thesis hopes to expand on the 
current body of knowledge on girlhood.  The contribution to knowledge this research aims to 
advance surrounds the understanding through which we view individual agentic attempts at 
changing gender discourses and shifting historically embedded social knowledges in the 
classroom.  By expanding our definition of agency when viewing forms of accommodation and 
resistance we may learn to recognize new patterns of social change; these may have the power 
to disrupt and replace claims of permanency in traditional social norms and their implied, 










This chapter examines how the historical naturalization of male dominance manifests in the local 
classroom and how that results in inequalities.  The privilege to construct the social order by 
determining social knowledge (Bourdieu, 1991) and producing social ‘truth’ (Bloor and Bloor, 
2013) has historically been a male privilege, claimed by the assertion of male dominance.  As 
inequitable amounts of power are often allowed to boys in the classroom, they are ‘naturally’ 
endowed with the right to police the participation of others (Thorne, 1993; Paechter, 2003).  
With the goal of revealing when power and gender collide, I consider how, when and where 
certain masculine performances in SJB are privileged to dominate the experiences of other’s 
resulting in a reification of the gender hierarchy.   
In order to view how gender roles manifest and become normalized in the classroom, it is 
necessary to consider the values and rules inherent in localized knowledge and how this leads to 
the allocation of power and privilege that scaffolds structural inequalities.  Returning to 
Connell’s (1995) assertion that schools provide social learning as well as academic learning this 
chapter provides examples of how students learn to participate in their school communities as 
the influencing factors of social  value and power inform the meaning they make of their 
placement in the culture (Paechter, 2007).  By viewing SJB structurally as a social system I 
attempt to map the movement of social power in this community in order to identify: who is 
privileged to control spaces, who is allowed the authority to produce localized knowledge; who 
is attributed the value of successful, and who is not.  
I entered the PE classroom to see the students milling around the room as the teacher searched 
for the right cable to play music for the dance class.  This was a register class, so it was mixed 
gender.  All were required to be here and dance.  None looked too enthusiastic.  The students 
were assigned their task and group and began working on their dance projects.  While they 
worked, the teacher came over and talked to me about the class.  Ms Clem pointed out a student 
named Dean who she reported intimidated the other students.  Dean was very tall and more 
physically developed than the other students his age. Ms Clem told me his father was a famous 
rugby player.  She explained that he often talked down to the other students and belittled their 
efforts even when they were better than his own, saying things like, ‘That’s rubbish!’  Ms Clem 
said that all the girls avoided interacting with him, as did most of the boys.  She explained to me 
that she felt she must overcompensate with Dean by giving him responsibility and referring to his 
group as ‘Dean’s group’.  I asked how this boy had so much power, and she explained that if she 
called the group by another student’s name Dean would get in a huff and be off for the rest of 
the class.  She told me he basically ruled the class, and she had to cater to him to keep him from 
acting out.  I asked why she didn’t just send him out of the class to be disciplined rather than 
reinforcing his bad behaviour and rewarding him for bulling.  Ms Clem explained she used to do 
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that, but then Dean was out of class most of the time, and wasn’t getting any instruction.  She 
was trying to work with him to keep him in class.  I empathised with her dilemma. I watched as 
the students worked together to complete their assignment, everyone with the exception of 
Dean.  He claimed the right to rule his group, raising his voice and directing the movements of 
the other students using his advanced height and body mass as a means of intimidation.  He 
chose the more athletic looking boys to participate in the activity, and relegated the girls and less 
aggressive boys to menial tasks outside the group.  No one challenged Dean.  The students he 
peripheralized looked relieved, almost grateful, to be out of the threat of his gaze. Seemingly 
confident that there were few limits to his behaviour, Dean threw the ball so hard at a fellow 
student that the boy left the class still holding his hand to his injured neck.  Dean’s behaviour was 
never addressed.  
Fieldnotes 11/25/15   
 
 
The construction of gender in the classroom 
The classroom hierarchy is revealed as Dean is allowed the power to rule the PE classroom. 
Entitled to disregard classroom rules and threaten and disrupt the learning of others, Dean 
appears to be allowed privileges beyond the reach of most other students.  How this power is 
produced in and through the local knowledge of the school and how it intersects with 
understandings of gender is important to consider.  According to Thorne (1993) the complexity 
of gender relations can be seen in classroom practice during actions such peer group 
construction, entitlement to spaces and the privilege to authority. Connell and Messerschmidt 
(2005) concur with this idea, suggesting the historical process of male dominance and female 
subservience is reproduced and reified in the classroom.  
The institutionalization of gender inequalities, the role of cultural constructions, and the 
interplay of gender dynamics with race, class, and religion… Men's behavior is reified in a 
concept of masculinity that then, in a circular argument, becomes the explanation (and 
the excuse) for the behavior.’  
(Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005; p 839-840)   
Based on the relational nature of gender, masculinities are constituted through interaction with 
femininities as binary positioning ignite the dynamics of gender.  Performances of masculinities 
are accorded a hierarchy of power that are policed and scrutinized for their level of social value 
and influence in the structural dynamics of the school.  (Jefferson, 1994; Connell and 
Messerschmidt, 2005). These masculinities, often represented in our more global cultures, such 
as politics and professional athletics, are reworked and reproduced through local frameworks in 
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communities of practice (Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) further embedding them with 
historical and natural legitimacy as observed in this dance class. 
With the goal of depicting what is optically centred as ‘normal’ in the classroom it is necessary to 
consider the local gender discourses that suggest how masculinities and femininities are 
constructed in the classroom and how that informs local power.  To view how the borders of 
these categories are policed to maintain acceptable gender boundaries in the community the 
following examples demonstrate how social privilege informs and reproduces the gender 
hierarchy.  These observational stories attempt to illustrate how social hierarchy is constructed 
in the classroom at SJB by evidencing who is privileged to determine and enforce rules, utilize, 
disperse and police resources as well as those who are restricted from such agency.  Rooted in 
historical ideals of colonization and imperialism that evoke dualistic binaries, this naturalized 
androcentric framework divides the classroom in two.  As power is relational, the privileging of 
boys automatically evokes the oppression of girls (Hill Collins, 1990).  Girls are socially policed 
into performances of traditional femininities or relegated to powerless abject positionings that 
result in pedagogic inequalities.   
To view how the gender hierarchy becomes established, normalized and reinforced in the 
classrooms of SJB, I begin by relating observations in a PE and Spanish language classroom.  I 
then describe the evoking of gender binaries through discourses of male privilege and female 
limitations in the teacher interview of Mr McColl, as male dominance and aggression are 
minimized and normalized as ‘laddish’ behaviour.  Continuing with this concept in the 
observation of Ms Jones’ business class, I explore how ‘laddish’ behaviour is privileged with the 
power to control the classroom space, construct the social narrative, and disrupt the education 
of others, as the dynamics of gender discourses shape the normalization of gender inequalities 
moving implicitly through this educational system (Russell, 2011).  I conclude with the interview 
of Dallie, a fifteen-year-old girl who has spent most of her life as a looked after child. Growing up 
with the vulnerability of such a tenuous environment, without family support, and limited 
autonomy and agency, Dallie attempts to circumvent the limitations of traditional femininities 
by striving to access forms of male privilege.  By performing ‘laddish’ behaviours Dallie follows 
the only acceptable path she can find to autonomy and power based on her experience and 
perceptions of the limiting positions available to girls. 
I wondered if it was just the PE environment that Dean ruled or if he had the same power in other 
classrooms.  I decided to observe Dean’s next class to gather more data.  The class was Spanish 
language and the teacher offered me a seat in the back of the room. She allowed her students 
the autonomy to choose their seats rather than relying on a seating chart.  The girls all sat on 
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one side of the classroom and the boys on the other with a divide of desks down the middle.  The 
teacher began class and the students continued to talk, particularly Dean and a girl called Alice.  
The teacher, Ms Rodriguez, asked the students to stop speaking, but they did not comply.  She 
had to redirect them several times and then threaten to change their seating before they settled 
down.  Alice received direct instruction to stop speaking out.  Dean did not.  Ms Rodriguez began 
a game of Simon Says in Spanish, explaining that once a student lost, they were eliminated from 
the game.  She also explained the first round was a practise round and the second round would 
begin the game’s point scoring.  Dean insisted on being the first contestant to compete in the 
actual point scoring game.  He lost his round and was told by Ms Rodriguez that he was 
eliminated.  He yelled out in indignation, insisting it was still a practice round.  The teacher, 
perhaps hoping to avoid conflict, allowed him to re-enter the game.  Dean competed again and 
lost again.  He still did not remove himself, but instead stood back up to compete again.  Dean 
was allowed this behaviour which was denied to the other students.  Appearing annoyed by the 
injustice and double standard, Alice spoke out and told Dean to sit back down as he was ‘out.’  
He said, ‘Shut up Alice! No one is talking to you!’  She replied, ‘I don’t care!  I am talking to me!’  
Alice called out to Dean again and he again reprimanded her for trying to tell him what to do, 
saying, ‘Shut up!  No one cares what you say.’  Apparently there was some truth to Dean’s words 
as Ms Rodriguez ignored this interaction, allowing Dean’s behaviour while attempting to present 
the next activity.  She played a Spanish tape for the students to translate with the instruction to 
raise their hands with the answers.  Dean yelled out his answers without raising his hand as soon 
as the audio was finished.  The teacher accepted and encouraged his answer. Alice appeared 
frustrated and stopped participating in the activities.  The rest of the girls remained quiet and 
compliant.  They did not raise their hands, but responded with correct answers when questioned. 
Fieldnotes 11/25/15   
   
Of significance to this thesis is how power and gender are co-created in school spaces and how 
that shapes structural inequalities. Dean’s observable position at the top of the classroom 
hierarchy brings into question how social knowledge is being constructed through discourses 
that transmit and support this power and what role gender plays in this process.  Dean’s 
domination of athletic spaces may be related to the fact that he is taller and appears physically 
stronger than his fellow classmates, as well as his advanced athletic skills.  In addition, as the son 
of a famous sportsman, Dean may be enculturated to forms of masculinity he has learned are his 
natural inheritance.  Despite the fact that the PE class was focused on dance, which is normally 
considered a feminine activity, Dean’s athletic ability may still privilege him to power in spaces 
that are associated with sport, like the gym where the dance class took place.  As a tall, white, 
blond, athletic, male, Dean’s intersectionality seems a direct ticket to advanced privilege.  Even 
his positioning as the offspring of a famous sports player adds to his gravitas.  Dean’s power 
certainly does not rest solely on his gender, but his gender is significant to how his power is 
constructed in this school community.    
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Of particular interest to me was how Dean’s power was locally constructed.  I was interested to 
know if his power was portable or if it was influenced by space.  Dean’s ability to wield similar 
forms of power in a Spanish class lead me to believe his dominant behaviour was accepted and 
normalized in the school community.  Where gender seems to become more significant in this 
observation is in the comparison of power allowed to Alice and Dean.  Both students attempt to 
display forms of control in the classroom to a similar degree, but are met with different sets of 
consequences.  Without ignoring their multiple and varying intersectionalities, it is possible to 
argue that gender is influential to the cultural construction of their differing locations in the local 
classroom hierarchy. 
 
How power is transmitted in the classroom 
In order to further understand how power is constructed, assigned and reinforced in the 
classroom, we must return to Foucault’s (1982) explanation of power as productive with an 
emphasis on bodily regulation through implicit social norms creating self-disciplinary practices. 
Power permeates society in a capillary way, mobilized through individual and institutional 
relations. 
Power is omnipresent:  because it is produced from one moment to the next, at every 
point, or rather in every relation from one point to another.  Power is everywhere, not 
because it embraces everything but because it comes from everywhere…power is not an 
institution, and not a structure; neither is it a certain strength we are endowed with; it is 
the name that one attributes to a complex strategical situation in a particular society. 
(Foucault, 1978; p 209-210) 
Classroom are permeated with such power in the form of social knowledge and norms that act 
as an instructive gaze to children, directing and producing them relationally as disciplined 
subjects (Walkerdine, 1984).  ‘The enlightenment notion of rationality and male-centred 
concepts of order are often hidden behind many seemingly liberatory notions of human 
development’  (Aitken and Herman, 1997; p 84) as evolutionary assumptions connect the social 
to biological to create an ideology that naturalizes, legitimizes and reproduces dualistic gender 
roles in the classroom (West and Zimmerman, 1987).  Power and knowledge become gendered 
(Paechter, 2003) as individual’s sexed bodies place them into implied relationships of potential 
as depicted by Dean’s multiple opportunities to success at the Simon Says game.  The relational 
nature of dualism requires that one group be dominant and one subordinate, or ‘Other’, 
rendering this category negative through its binary relationship.  Therefore, femininity becomes 
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the abject of masculinity creating a caste system that, through its normalization, legitimizes and 
blocks our ability to see outside of it (Derrida, 1997).  The historic legitimization of gender 
inequalities can result in a normalizing force that obscures the recognition of how differently 
Dean and Alice’s similar behaviour is managed in the classroom.  These concepts, regarded by 
the school’s authority figures as normal, natural and predetermined, are waiting to indoctrinate 
active learners to the potentially inequitable gender regimes and values of their educational 
institutions. (Connell, 2014; Weedon, 1997).  As I will evidence in further data, the 
predetermined concepts of gender that privilege males, inform how power is allocated based on 
a hierarchy.  Power is rarely accessible to girls in the same form that it is to boys in the 
classroom.  
 
 Femininities emerging in the classroom 
Continuing with the same Spanish classroom observation I explore how power hierarchies are 
constructed in this classroom through gender binaries.  Shaping and informing the subjective 
positionings in the classroom, the normalization of these binaries privilege male assertion, 
reward female passivity and discipline female assertion. 
A group of girls at the back table were working well together.  One of the girls who was very 
quiet seemed to have a lot of answers.  She did not raise her hand or speak the answers out.  
Instead, she discussed the answers with the other three girls at her table, sharing the success 
with her fellow teammates, while avoiding the spotlight.  One of the other three girls remarked 
that she was very good at Spanish.  The group agreed collectively that she was and presented 
their consensus to her.  The girl nervously protested saying that she had just copied down the 
information. The other three girls seemed to recognize that she was uncomfortable with their 
attempts to place her above them hierarchically.  Allowing the discussion to end, they re-
established the group’s power equilibrium and continued on with the activity. 
Fieldnotes 11/25/15 
As I observe the ‘good at Spanish’ girl move quickly away from discourses of academic brilliance 
normally reserved for males in the classroom, retreating instead to discourses of ‘hard working’ 
femininities, I note her retreat as a likely indication that this positioning is not safe for her to 
inhabit in her current community of practice.  She seems very reticent to accept the compliment 
or define herself as competent above the group, preferring to remain within the safety of its 
confines.  I wonder what retribution she fears if she acknowledges her skills, and claims her own 
academic success. Would she been seen as a show-off?  Would she be seen as an imposter?  Or 
would she be supported by her peers in her position of competency and success?   
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According to Renold and Allen (2006), being recognised as ‘the best’ is a much more tenuous 
positioning for girls than fitting in and conforming as good, caring citizens.   While Dean’s 
outspoken aggression is rewarded with positive feedback, the ‘good at Spanish’ girl clearly does 
not expect to receive the same social value or privilege.  A response that is validated by the fact 
that not one girl in this classroom has been rewarded with any form of positive reinforcement or 
encouragement similar to Dean’s.  All the girls seem to be prepared with answers and are 
following the classroom rules, but their stellar participation appears to be a normalized 
expectation that does not warrant acknowledgment or reward.  The only exception to compliant 
femininities is Alice who appears to be participating in a form of resistance in an attempt to 
maintain her own agency and power.  
Much ethnographic research has documented how girls are rewarded for responding to 
discourses that position them into traditional femininities (See Thorne, 1993; Hey, 1997; 
McRobbie, 2007; Walkerdine, 1988; Ringrose, 2007, 2008); directing them to passive roles or 
objectified forms of body stylization and hyper-sexuality as a response to the male gaze as girls 
learn to fear the potential social exile implicit in the threat of male disapproval (McRobbie, 2007; 
Ringrose, 2008) such as Dean’s.  According to McRobbie (2007) there are many ways in which 
the school can be seen to support the traditional femininities the ‘good at Spanish’ girl retreats 
to, such as rewarding passivity, sensitivity, silence and social invisibility, as well as encouraging 
participation in nurturing and helping roles, while discouraging and punishing girls like Alice who 
speak out and are assertive in the classroom.  These discourses that reward girls for nurturing 
place them in subordinate positions of ‘helpers’ to boys, as they are encouraged to advance 
boys’ learning while being taught to sacrifice their own academic advancement.  As girls are 
taught to ‘rescue’ the boys from their laddish behaviours, boys come to expect the support of 
girls and resent when girls focus on themselves instead (Letts, 2001).  These can be powerful and 
early lesson for girls about how they are allowed to participate in their school communities and 
what forms of power they are allowed.  As girls become aware they are more valued when 
viewed as nice over smart, they learn to move in directions of study and career where they can 
access these discourses; fields such as nursing, teaching, and social work as we will explore in 
later chapters.  It can be argued that this process could negatively influence their interest in 
careers that are viewed as more aggressive such as lawyers or scientists (Orenstein, 1994).  
I continue with Spanish classroom observation:  
Alice and Dean continued to talk out in class.  Alice was reprimanded with her ‘last warning’ by 
the teacher.  She was told that if she had to be redirected again she would be made to sit at the 
front desk.  Dean, who was significantly more disruptive than Alice, never received any such 
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reprimand and yelled out, ‘I’ve done mine!’ and handed his examples to the teacher.  Ms 
Rodriguez rewarded him by using his jotter examples to direct the next part of the lesson.  The 
class was then split into two groups and told to sit on opposite sides of the room.  Dean was 
alone at his table and the teacher assigned two girls to join him to even the group numbers.  The 
girls were very slow to choose a seat, and the good at Spanish girl tried to sit at another table in 
what appeared to be fear and avoidance of Dean.  He yelled out that Alice was on the wrong side 
of the room.  Alice replied that she was not and repeated her instructions by the teacher.  The 
teacher confirmed that Alice was correct, but never remarked on Dean’s attempt to manage the 
class and dominate Alice.  During that activity each team sent someone to race to the board to 
answer.  Dean insisted that he would be the one to run to the board, saying, ‘No! I’ll do it!’ 
pushing another student aside.  The teacher redirected the girls who had sat away from Dean 
that they had to move to the other side of the desk; the same side where Dean was sitting, to be 
out of the way of the runners. They hesitantly relinquished their autonomy and consent, in order 
to follow the teacher’s directions. Dean returned from the board and angrily told one of the girls 
to get out of his seat.  She looked at the teacher in what appeared to be a mixture of fear and 
confusion, but her experience was not acknowledged.  The teacher called up each runner and 
kept them competing by gender groups.  The good at Spanish girl was called up to run.  She did 
not appear happy, but exerted a disheartened, inhibited effort, and lost the race. She flinched in 
humiliation as Dean yelled out, ‘We need some faster people!’  The next girl group ran and Dean 
threatened, ‘You must win Iris, or I will never speak to you again!’  His outbursts were never 
addressed. 
Ms Rodriguez raised her voice and yelled, ‘Alice! Outside!’ directing Alice out of the classroom.  I 
was surprised as I had not heard Alice speak out.  Alice walked quietly out of the room; head up, 
eyes filled with frustration focused straight ahead.  A group of boys’ burst out in laughter and the 
teacher stopped, asking ‘What’s so funny? Why are you laughing?  Share the joke so everyone 
can laugh.’  The boys ignored her request and her authority and continued to laugh.  Dean joined 
in her reprimand, aligning himself with the teacher, even though he was one of the boys who had 
been laughing while saying, ‘Yea Elliot! Tell us the joke!’ wielding his power against his own 
friend to demonstrate his superiority in the classroom hierarchy.  Receiving no response from the 
boys, the teacher simply moved on to the next activity.  She put the students in groups of two and 
moved one of the quiet girls to work with Dean. The girl looked embarrassed and fearful at the 
same time. Dean immediately protested saying, ‘Can’t you move him here and him there?’ trying 
to manage the arrangements.  The teacher said no.  He then asked if he could go to the toilet, 
and the teacher allowed him.  Alice spent about ten minutes in the hallway missing the lesson, 
until the teacher went to retrieve her.  She came back into the classroom looking annoyed and 
disengaged. After a few more minutes the class ended and the students filed out.  Dean 
remained out of the class for the rest of the period and only returned from the toilets to gather 
his belongings between classes. 
Fieldnotes 11/25/15 
There are many indicators as to how power is constructed, attributed and maintained in this 
classroom.  There appear to be a number of gender narratives operating in this classroom to 
determine power in the local hierarchy.  One such indicator is the right to classroom space.  
Dean is allowed the power to roam the room, raise his voice and direct the bodies of others.  
Alice does not move from her seat or roam the room, but she is threatened with loss of power 
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by being seated in front of the class.  This threat could be read collectively by all the girls as a 
social expectation to remain passive in the classroom.  Discourses of bodily autonomy emerge as 
numerous girls are directed in this classroom to move their seats.  Gender and power collide in 
this discourse as no bodily direction is ever given to a boy to move tables or sit down.  These 
girls are also required to relinquish their autonomy by being seated in close proximity to Dean’s 
aggression; an assumption I make based on their anxious facial expression as they approach his 
table.  No boys were ever put into this non-consensual and disempowered position as 
normalized gender expectations influence local power hierarchies.  The girl, who had nervously 
and begrudgingly moved to Dean’s table as a pawn to serve his educational needs, smiled a 
knowing yet humiliated smile to her original table of girls while also making eye contact to 
include me.  It seemed as if she was trying to escape her humiliation by accessing the alternative 
narration of our collective gaze, as she wearily returned to her original place in the classroom.  
She appeared to already know that Dean had no intention of returning to the classroom.   
Dean’s outburst seems to be read by the teacher as agentic as she does not redirect his 
disruptive outbursts.  She even rewards a few outburst by using his jotter to answer quiz 
questions.  Alice however, is considered so disruptive by the teacher she is removed from the 
learning space.  I saw no explanation as to why her disruption, which seemed much less than 
Dean’s disruption, was met with punishment while Dean’s was met with reward. Alice appeared 
to be the least compliant of the girls in the class, using her voice to show active dissatisfaction of 
the classroom inequalities.  She was the only person who spoke back to Dean’s attempts to 
dominate the space.  Alice appeared to be attempting forms agency and power by not accepting 
the traditional compliance expected of girls in the classroom.  However, her agentic acts seemed 
to be read as disruption by the teacher possibly based on her gender.  She was punished for it; 
singled out as a rule breaker, and omitted from classroom learning while both teachers went to 
great lengths to keep Dean engaged in the classroom activities.  I read Alice’s resulting 
disengagement as a form of resistance, a refusal to accept the double standards that limited her 
access to education. But it appeared that Alice’s social value was perceived as less than Dean’s, 
as were her educational needs in this classroom. 
According to West and Zimmerman (1987) men have the authority as members of the dominant 
social category; therefore their words are often valued while women’s are not.  Once a female 
has been constructed as ‘Other’, her dualistic relationship to the construction of masculinity as 
the primary ‘right’ positioning renders her to the ‘wrong’ (Paechter, 2012) as we see in the 
experience of Alice. The privilege of males to construct social order reifies their right to construct 
the social order, creating and reproducing a gendered hierarchy with women as the subordinate 
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members.  The historical centring of this classroom hierarchy as normal obscures our ability to 
see it as inequitable and socially unjust.  This could explain how Ms Rodriguez seems unaware of 
how differently she treats Dean and Alice.  Dean learns to expect the entitlement and the power 
to act out in the classroom, as the teachers work hard to accommodate him.  This excessive 
accommodation can be read as an indication of his enhanced value in his school community.  
Alice’s reprimand and ejection from the classroom can be read as a lack of power and lower 
social status in the local hierarchy.  It may also serve as a warning to other girls that their 
attempts at assertion could be met with retribution, as the classroom indeed becomes the site 
of social learning as well as academic. 
 
How pedagogy supports classroom inequalities 
As I began to see how inequalities are being supported in the classroom, I realized a key 
component of this reproduction is rooted in the belief systems of the teachers.  Mr McColl, a 28-
year-old male Modern Studies teacher in his second year of teaching reflected:  
Are there different challenges to teaching boys than girls?...Ummm…yea.  I think that…I 
think…ummm…I think it’s quite easy to connect with both girls and boys, but I think 
ummm…when boys reach a certain age, or toward the end of first year and the 
beginning of second year, they seem to develop a kind of…just a different mind-set from 
the girls.  Ummm…13-14…and they just develop…not so much an attitude, but I think it’s 
just a bit of the Scottish kind of laddish culture, if you’d like. They just seem to develop 
that, but having said that, there is boys ummm…I think they are quite easy to connect 
with those kids.  Partly because I’ve got experience with football, and I’ve been involved 
in football outside of school for many years, so it’s quite easy to connect with those 
types of kids, but ummm…yea.  And then the girls, the more outgoing girls are quite easy 
to connect with as well.  The only one I would say is a wee bit more difficult is kind of the 
reserved girls.  Sometimes they can be quite difficult to get to.  Ummmm…partly 
because they don’t really put themselves out in the class to speak at all so it’s quite 
difficult sometimes to connect with them. 
Interview 1/19/2016 
Mr McColl speaks to the anticipated emergence of ‘lad culture’ as boys reach puberty and begin 
displaying ‘attitude’ in the form of aggressive masculinities, describing it more as a natural 
occurrence rather than a gender privilege that is socially constructed, supported and learned in 
the classroom.  He describes this category as normal, including many of the attention seeking 
behaviours I have seen the boys of SJB participating in such as: speaking out, roaming and 
leaving the classroom, challenging the teacher’s authority through banter, etc.  Describing it as ‘a 
different mind-set from girls’ he delineates gendered boundaries to the privileges of this 
disruptive behaviour placing it out of acceptable behaviour for girls.  He references his own 
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membership in the masculine community as a footballer as the basis for his legitimacy and 
comradely with the boys’ club.   
Mr McColl also addresses the passivity of girls as an obstacle in the classroom, invoking 
neoliberal discourses of successful competition and personal failure in the statement ‘don’t 
really put themselves out there.’  This statement ignores his previously delineated boundaries 
that bar girls from ‘laddish’ outburst, creating a very narrow margin in which girls are allowed to 
successfully participate. This statement also negates the fact that, like Alice, girls are often 
policed for speaking out in the classroom.  One could argue that the neoliberal discourses of 
strength and assertion are working at odds with the expectations of passive femininities in Mr 
McColl’s understanding of girls, exampling the complex ways that girls’ behaviours are mediated 
in the classroom (Jackson, Paechter and Renold, 2010).   
 
During the interview, I ask Mr McColl if he ever alters his management of the classroom based 
on whether he is dealing more with boys or girls. 
I would say…no. I wouldn’t say so.  Maybe subconsciously I do, but I wouldn’t say so.  
No.  It depends if it’s more boys’ kind of laddish culture. If it’s a wee bit more…a wee bit 
more stronger.  If it’s a wee bit more…then I’ll just get a little more relaxed with them.  
You know, I’ve got to be careful that sometimes it’s quite relaxed, but boys will take 
advantage of that.  Oh yea.  Just by being cheeky…not cheeky to me, but just cheeky 
generally.  Not overly like…not doing their work, just kind of generally.  Normally I’ll keep 
them back or I’ll move their seat or give them a warning or something, and after, they 
kind of do accept it.  It’s just kind of low level disruption.  Just like, ‘awww, I can’t be 
bothered!’  I don’t see that so much with girls.  Sometimes you’ll get kids…sometimes 
you’ll get girls who are a wee bit not really with you, but they’ll still do their work.  
Whereas when boys are not with you they will not do their work. 
Interview 1/19/2016 
As boys are permitted forms of agency that allow them to ‘be cheeky’ and ‘not be with you’ they 
are potentially learning there are lower expectations and fewer boundaries in the classroom for 
them (Epstein, 1998; Jackson 2006; Haase, 2008).  They are often also taught a double standard 
of academic productivity as the expectation for them to complete their work is much lower than 
the girls, while they still received more freedoms and more power.  Girls are expected to 
complete their work at a much higher standard than the boys, while providing additional 
academic support and nurturing to the boys when needed, setting the stage for the acceptance 
of potential future gender inequalities in the home and in the workplace.  The following is an 
observational example of how gender inequalities are created in Mr McColl’s classroom by 
privileging two boys outside the expectations for the rest of the class.    
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Returning to my observation of Mr McColl’s classroom.  The teacher instructed the students to 
work individually on their grids explaining that he would come around and help them.  The 
students got out their materials and began to work.  The two boys who had been confidently 
‘laddish’ in their prior classroom behaviour made no such efforts.  Mr McColl did not direct them 
to work, but instead began a bit of ‘laddish’ banter, which I couldn’t completely hear. Apparently 
speaking about a movie, Mr McColl joked to one of the boys called Bob, ‘You are not mature 
enough to watch it.’   The boys roared with laughter.  The rest of the class remained silent and 
focused on their work.  The second of the two confident boys was called Allen.  He spent the 
majority of class time with his phone out, randomly roaming around the room.  At one point he 
sat down on the heating register and played with his phone.  None of the girls or the other three 
boys got up from their desks, but continued working on their grids.  One of the three boys was 
working on the teacher’s computer.  Allen and Bob continued to roam, periodically disrupting the 
work of others, with no attention to their own work. Allen walked out of the classroom.  The 
teacher did not address his departure, so I assume he was allowed this privilege.  Allen returned 
to the room still not attending to his work, but instead tore the label off his water bottle.  He got 
up and grabbed the work of a girl at the next desk over, looked at it and threw it back on the 
desk.  The girl paused for the disruption, did her best to ignore him, then continued her work.  
She kept her head down and did not make eye contact with the boy.  She showed no sign of 
surprise regarding this behaviour.  Ms Hale entered the classroom to speak to Mr McColl.  A 
senior teacher and department head, she immediately addressed Bob’s behaviour saying, ‘Why 
are you wandering? Always wandering!’ Bob sat down immediately and started to say something 
back to Ms Hale which must have involved the word ‘just’ because she cut him off saying, 
‘Just..just…just…’  Bob shuffled his papers and appeared to start working for the first time that 
class period.  Ms Hale spoke with Mr McColl then exited the classroom.  Mr McColl immediately 
restored Bob’s privilege that had been taken away by Ms Hale by calling him back out of his seat 
and asking him to help hang up posters. Mr McColl spent the remainder of the class time talking 
about football with the two boys while the rest of the class worked on their projects.  The class 
was now coming to a close and students were asked to hand in their work.  The girls who had 
silently ‘just gotten on with it’ passed their work to the teacher.  The other three boys who did 
not seem to have as much power as Bob and Allen had completed their work as well.  Nothing 
was said to the two boys who had roamed the room instead of completing their work. The class 
ended and the students filed out the door.  Several of the girls had fatigued, uninterested looks 
on their faces.  I suspected that they weren’t being challenged to work up to their full potential, 
and they were very possibly bored.  If this was the case, they made no active protest, but simply 
and passively moved on.  As the students were filing out the door Mr McColl told each of the girls 
to smile.  He made no such demand of the boys.  The girls smiled briefly and wearily to please 
their teacher.   
Fieldnotes 10/21/15    
Mr McColl appears unaware of his support of classroom gender inequalities as indicated in his 
interview.  How he constructs and negotiates his classroom practices is indicated by who he 
allows optical centring in his classroom.  His focus on Bob and Allen can be seen as a form of 
complicity as his classroom practice supports male privilege through shared male relations 
(Jackson, 2010).  In what appears to be an attempt at some form of boys-club camaraderie 
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providing acknowledgement and recognition of social power of these two boys, they mirror Mr 
McColl’s lack of concern for their work production.  
Mr McColl also unconsciously undermines the authority of his department head in front of his 
class reproducing discourses of male superiority.  As he silently subverts the work of his female 
counterpart by restoring power and authority to the boys, he also distances himself from the 
contaminated, powerless feminine binary to reify his male superiority (Jackson, 2010).  Skelton 
(2003) asserts that many male teachers compensate for what can be seen socially as the 
diminished masculinity of working in a female profession, such as teaching, by redefining ‘their 
contribution as different to, and better than, that of female teachers’ (p 206) by establishing 
masculine superiority of teaching skills (Francis and Skelton 2001).  As Mr McColl supports the 
sexism implicit in laddish behaviours he unknowingly reproduces inequalities in the culture of 
the classroom.  
I was surprised that such power and privilege was allowed to these two boys.  I wondered what 
the response would have been if any of the girls had shown these behaviours and assumed they 
would have spent the class in the hallway with Alice.  I also wondered if this teacher was 
responding passively to the hegemonic behaviours of these boys based on his own childhood 
experiences as a socially awkward school boy.  Did he learn this hierarchy when he was a student 
and now reproduce it as normal?  Is he just taking what he sees as his naturalized place in the 
gender hierarchy rather than his more powerful position as the teacher?  Has his understanding 
of these implicit rules been so unconsciously naturalized that the response is automatic?  Hoping 
to understand his view more clearly, I ask Mr McColl in the interview why it seems girls rarely 
participate in ‘lad culture.’ 
I’m not really sure.  It’s not with every boy.  It’s just I think if you put maybe 3 or 4 boys 
of the same age in a class and they’re kind of friends then they are going to have a bit of 
banter or a bit of fun across the class or something like that at times.  And it tends to be 
just kind of stupid stuff.  I don’t know.  I think it’s just to kind of show who is kind of the 
funniest.  As I was saying earlier to you, ‘I need someone to go and get me a tissue.’  And 
he said, ‘I’ll go and get it.’ And like the others…they were kind of like egging him on and 
stuff.  And it was nothing bad.  He wasn’t misbehaving.  He wasn’t doing anything wrong, 
but it was just kind of like, ‘Wow!  I was going to get a tissue.’  I don’t really quite 
understand it. 
Interview 1/19/2016 
Mr McColl minimizes the privilege and power allowed to these boys by naturalizing their 
behaviours.  When I ask Mr McColl what he thinks encourages lad culture he is unable to give an 
answer, possibly indicating that he has never questioned these behaviours stating, “I’m not sure.  
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I don’t think it’s seen to be done.”  I continue the interview by asking him to describe his 
experience of girls in his classroom. 
Typical behaviour for girls would be kind of conscientious…quite settled…getting on with 
their work.  Ummm…kind of always…the majority take care over their work in their 
jotters and how they present it.  Not them all, but the vast majority.  From the kids that I 
teach, pretty much 95%, I would say.  There’s only about three or four girls I have to 
speak to about the presentation of their jotter.  Ummm…yea.  So pretty much 
conscientious….quite quiet…will kind of talk in their group, but will not talk across the 
class.  Ummm…even if their friends are at another table they will just talk in a group, 
so… 
Interview 1/19/2016 
Mr McColl provides us with a list of traditional femininities that are supported and rewarded in 
the classroom, while limiting girls’ potential for others forms of agency and discourses of 
success.  His suggestion that he has to speak to three or four girls about the presentation of their 
work indicates he may expect a better standard from the girls, as he makes no attempt to 
address the complete absence of work with Bob and Allen.  I ask Mr McColl to expand on the 
difference between the boys’ and girls’ classroom work. 
Ahhhhh….the boys!...Some of them are a disgrace!  (Laughs)  Genuinely a disgrace.  
Ummm…some are neat and tidy, but some are just…. Like for example today I was 
getting them to draw a table and some of the tables they drew were shocking! Like 
absolutely shocking!  They didn’t even look anything like a table and I was like, you know 
it’s almost like, ‘Awwwe it doesn’t matter!  I’ll forget, and I’ll just get a new jotter.’  You 
know it doesn’t seem to have any long-term, ‘Well you need to do this…’ 
ummm…so…yea.  Girls absolutely show more concern for their work!!  Pretty much 
every one of those posters (points to posters on wall) are all by girls.  Like literally…every 
one of them.  So I don’t know what it is.  I think it’s just more…I don’t know…just seen as 
a thing…it’s almost…if I’m seen to be doing something neat and tidy it’s like, ‘Awwe what 
are you doing?’   It’s that kind of banter all the time. 
Interview 1/19/2016 
Mr McColl speaks to the hard-working discourse of girls completing acceptable work, citing their 
well-produced posters, but does not seem to recognize his part in the double standard that 
allow Bob and Allen to avoid creating posters.  He seems to sympathise with the boys’ desire to 
distance themselves from the feminine activity of neat and tidy work to avoid diminishing 
masculinities (Skelton, 2004; Francis and Skelton, 2001; Jackson, 2010). Indeed, how Mr McColl’s 
gendered knowledge is taught implicitly in the classroom is a reflection of the institutionalized 
cultural knowledge of a school that recognizes boys’ laddish behaviours as a form of acceptable 
agency.  Such laddish behaviours are rewarded and reinforced with freedom and entitlement to 
discourses to authority, agency and power; while power and agency for girls is policed and 
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limited as they are dualistically assigned to the position of lack (Orenstein, 1994).  Sexist societal 
messages then influence the community of practice, as these laddish behaviours become local 
definitions of success and power (Renold and Ringrose, 2012; Elwood, 2015).  As the gendered 
discourses in educational institutions often reward girls for emphasizing equality and solidarity, 
they simultaneously discourage female competition; punishing disagreement and pathologizing 
forms of female aggression and laddish behaviours.  As local discourses of success remain 
aligned with forms of competition and laddish aggression it becomes difficult for girls to aspire 
to these same definitions (Gilligan, 1982; Maltz and Borker, 1983).  Girls’ invisibility and their 
assumed academic underachievement is then read as proof of their inferiority, and boys’ 
classroom dominance is seen to be the reification of male superiority.   
 
How gender hierarchies are constructed in the classroom 
Advancing the explanation of how gender hierarchies are reproduced and normalized in the 
classroom, I continue with the following example of how masculinities and femininities manifest 
in Ms Jones’ business classroom.  In this classroom I attempt to explore how gender and power 
are co-constructed and mediated by the local culture.  In highlighting the dominate discourse of 
this classroom space: how they are communicated, by whom and how they are received and 
processed   I consider the boundaries of these discourses.   In these boundaries resides the 
potential for power or limitation of the girls’ agency based on the available positionings they 
choose to take up or resist. I then move to explore the potential meanings girls are making from 
these discourses and how this meaning informs the subjective positionings they chose to enact; 
taking into account what the girls loose or gain based on these positions.  With the goal of 
exploring the myriad of complexities that construct the girls’ experiences, I continue the 
suggestion that gender is pivotal. 
Later that afternoon I observed Ms Jones’ 5th and 6th year business class.  The students filed in 
and one girl who was in a class I had observed previously smiled at me and said hello.  A boy 
named Jack came in singing loudly to the music playing on his phone.  He took his seat and a girl 
called Melissa sat down next to him.  They held hands, hugging and touching each other 
affectionately.  Jack continued to speak out as the other students took their seats.  He seemed 
very confident and determined to be the centre of attention in the classroom.  As Ms Jones 
explained today’s assignment, Jack began to mimic her words to make fun of her strong Scottish 
accent.  She just smiled and continued.  Ms Jones had to tell one of the boys to take out his ear 
phones after having already told the whole class just minutes before.  He responded sullenly, 
questioning Ms Jones’ authority as he reluctantly removed them, putting them back in later when 
she wasn’t watching.   
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The teacher began the lesson using the smartboard.  Melissa yelled out to the teacher, ‘We did 
this already in Ms Lawson’s class!’  Ms Jones stopped and looked confused and embarrassed for 
a moment, as she struggled with maintaining her authority over her lesson.  The girl gave a 
childish type of helpless smile, and her boyfriend Jack laughed mockingly at the teacher.  Ms 
Jones mustered her composure and attempted to move on, but Jack began to talk over her again, 
insisting that this material had already been covered.  The teacher did not reprimand his 
behaviour, but looked more like a bullied child. Ms Jones seemed rattled for a moment then 
again gathered her composure and began teaching.  In a possible attempt to reposition herself 
as powerful she said to Jack, ’Since you have learned this before can you answer this…’  Jack 
replied that he has learned it before, but couldn’t answer because he wasn’t listening.  He 
seemed very proud of his retort and looked around the class for admiration.  His girlfriend was 
giggling.  The rest of the class remained silent.  Ms Jones asked questions to other students.  They 
were respectful and answered well.  
Fieldnotes 10/21/2015 
According to Jackson (2002, 2010) forms of laddish behaviours exampled by Jack, Dean, Bob and 
Allen are often made in an attempt to preserve self-worth.  Through their performance of 
hegemonic masculinities they are also provided with an excuse for failure, allowing them to 
maintain a sense of superiority.  Jackson (2002, 2010) explores how laddish behaviours 
proactively construct obstacles to success allowing boys to avoid responsibility for their own 
success while deflecting social shame through the manipulation of other’s perceptions.  
Construed through binaries, classroom learning is seen as hard work, a feminine activity, against 
which they must construct their identities (Epstein, 1998).  Avoiding the contamination of 
femininities while preserving the positionings of natural brilliance and effortless achievement, 
such laddish behaviours allow boys like Jack to maintain self-worth and authentic power as 
masculine discourses suggest ‘failure without effort does not necessarily indicate a lack of 
ability, but success without effort indicates true genius’ (Epstein, 1990; p 46).  Fear of failure and 
fear of the feminine can become a strong motivational force in the classroom as masculine 
privilege conflicts with educational priorities to disrupt learning (Mac an Ghaill, 1994; Younger & 
Warrington, 1996, 2000; Francis, 1999, 2000; Warrington et al., 2000; Jackson, 2002).  As 
suggested previously by Mr McColl, there are boundaries to laddish behaviours that are barred 
to girls.  Discourses of femininity block girls’ access to laddish powers of success without effort 
as discourses of ‘hard working girls’ are their normalized positioning. As girls are not privileged 
to construct social knowledge they are also limited in their power to manipulate other’s 
perceptions, often viewed as imposters through their own inert positioning. The ‘cheeky’ laddish 
responses which are read as displays of masculine independence when displayed by boys are 
seen in girls as an offensive neglect of feminine discourses of passivity, kindness and conciliation. 
Girls are rarely privy to the power of laddishness in the classroom, but often find themselves 
constituted as subordinated to it.   
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According to Covington (1992, 1998) as the classroom provides a competitive playing field a 
hierarchy is constructed with limited positions of success forged against the failure of others.  
Covington et al (1980) argue that higher positions on the hierarchy are more important to males 
than to females.  I suggest that they these positions are more easily available to males.  Because 
of the social power of these dominant hierarchal positions they can become pivotal to 
performances of successful masculinity (Jackson, 2010).  Defending male privilege to these 
positions can be crucial as losing them to a girl brings masculinity into question motivating boys 
to willingly default out of competition (Brockes, 2000).  According to Jackson (2010) laddish acts 
of academic disruption and sabotage stem from an attempt to regain control in the form of ‘if I 
can’t win, nobody will’ (p 47). 
Continuing with observation of the Business class: 
The couple continued to talk during Ms Jones’ lesson but were not reprimanded.  The teacher 
asked a question to the boy who had put his earphones back in his ears.  She was clearly trying to 
engage him without direct confrontation. The ear phone boy did not respond.  Jack answered the 
question.  He seemed delighted by his control of her class. Jack opened his mouth and slapped his 
cheeks alternately with the palms of his hands to make loud percussive noises and attract 
attention to himself.  Some of the students turned and laughed.  Most just ignored him.  Jack 
asked a taunting question of the teacher.  She did not reprimand him and at one point gave him 
positive feedback, joking back with him. I wondered if she was afraid to reprimand him because 
of my presence in her classroom.  Only one other boy spoke out, but he was respectfully 
answering questions.  No girls spoke at all.  The couple continued to talk during the lesson and 
began arguing about their work.  The teacher could not talk over them and stopped to wait for 
them to finish.  Jack made a loud yawning noise for the whole class to hear and smiled.  Melissa 
mockingly asked in a baby voice if the teacher would write out the answers to the questions.  Ms 
Jones explained to her that it was the point of the assignment for students to answer the 
questions.  Melissa made an infant-like whining noise to vocalize her dissatisfaction in a passive 
way.  Jack said, ‘I’m in such a good mood!’ loudly to the whole class, he then began hitting his 
water bottle with his ruler repeatedly.  Ms Jones finished her lesson and asked the students to 
write their answers to the questions.  Jack pronounced loudly for the class, ‘I don’t need to.  I 
know them already!’  He continued to speak out with another boy at the table while the other 
students worked on the questions.  Melissa made a comment to Jack to which he replied loudly, 
‘Use your brain!  You and Emma are really off!’  Once they finished answering the questions the 
students were directed to go to the computers and create a power point.  Jack did not appear to 
ever attempt the questions and had to be directed to the computer by the teacher.  Most of the 
other students who had never spoken and were working well, went directly to the computers and 
started on their power points.  Jack was having a discussion with his girlfriend and loudly told her 
to ‘Shut up!’ I was becoming so uncomfortable with this boy’s behaviour that I calmly asked the 
teacher about it.  The teacher said, ‘Well this is 6th year boys and 5th year’s girls.’  I did not 
understand how that answer related to my question about Jacks’ behaviour, so I asked it again in 
a different way.  Ms Jones said, ‘Well, I guess he’s just a little hyper today.’    
 Fieldnotes 10/21/2015 
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Ms Jones does not seem to recognize the power and privilege that she is reifying by ignoring 
Jack’s disruptive behaviour in her classroom. As Jack continually challenges her authority and 
rules the classroom space, he is constructing and reproducing the local knowledge about what 
power and success look like in the classroom and who carries enough social value to access it.   
Ivinson and Murphy (2003) describe a similar process in a study that compared teachers’ 
reactions to students in the classroom with the goal of identifying responses which successfully 
mediate, legitimized and ascribe value to gender performances and how that influences gender 
construction. They tracked how teachers constructed and policed gendered expectations and 
boundaries that often constrict and limit learning and expression based on gender identity.  
Observation was carried out in two different classes each with a different teacher.  The first 
classroom was comprised of all high achieving boys who were praised and granted autonomy 
and equality regardless of the content of their work.  It was suggested that the teacher in this 
classroom associated the high achieving boys with the traditional masculinities of rationality and 
intellect of the mind.  The second classroom was a combination of low achieving boys and high 
achieving girls.  This classroom was given considerably less autonomy with assigned classroom 
seating evenly disposed by gender.   
According to the researchers, the teacher in this classroom ‘projected social representations of 
gender onto boys and girls, and then onto high and low achieving boys differently’ (p 105) by 
interpreting the students’ gendered attributes.  By creating and policing boundaries of 
masculinities and femininities, the second classroom became highly gendered, as teachers 
unintentionally limited forms of learning expressed through acts of emancipation (Ivinson and 
Murphy, 2003).  An important consideration to this study is that Monks Secondary School, where 
the study took place, had recently instigated a program they called, ‘The Year of the Boy’ with 
the goal of focusing attention on low achieving boys.  By constructing exclusive and equalitarian 
classrooms of high achieving boys where all ideas were valued, separate from the highly 
regulated classrooms with a mix of girls and low achieving boys, this school simply reproduced 
and reified traditional western caste systems by naturalizing a social hierarchy that cut across 
gender and class.   
The very premise behind this pedagogic practice is steeped with gender inequalities which are 
played out in the data.  The lack of critical reflexivity that results in the normalization of such 
classroom practices reinforces biased social norms and hegemonic social representations of 
gender supporting pedagogic inequalities similar to the process we see occurring in Ms Jones’ 
classroom.  As she projects superiority onto Jack and rewards him with autonomy and freedom, 
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she takes a position subordinate to him in her own classroom; relegating the rest of the 
classroom to varying levels of inferiority on the hierarchy. 
To further consider the relational nature of power I continue with the business class 
observation: 
Jack’s girlfriend Melissa asked him loudly and mockingly in a passive baby voice, why he had 
written down the questions, but no answers. It initially seemed like Melissa’s actions were 
intended to call the attention of the teacher to levy a consequence on Jack for his lack of effort in 
the classroom.  Jack, angry at the challenge to his position of power, snapped, ‘Why are you 
talking to me like that?!’ 
Fieldnotes 10/21/2015 
I view this interaction with interest for what it can tell us about how gender and power are co-
created.  As Melissa begins what appears to be a challenge to Jack’s ‘laddish’ power of ignoring 
the standard classroom expectation, she is careful not to show direct aggression that may 
disrupt her femininities and cause her to be seen as undesirable.  She appears to be moving 
outside her subordinate positioning in the classroom hierarchy.  This act draws swift and fierce 
retribution as an attack on Jack’s power.  However, Melissa’s response to Jack was the kind of 
delight and pride you see when you offer someone a gift you know they will love.  Based on her 
response, it occurred to me that she might instead be publicising to the rest of the class that Jack 
had enough power and social capital to get away with not doing his work, endorsing his social 
narrative of superiority. Unfortunately, Melissa’s promotional work appeared too agentic for 
Jack as he quickly threatened to dethrone her ‘power by proxy’ position, policing her power and 
his privilege to oppress others while maintaining superiority that is beyond question. 
Melissa’s gender performance ‘embodies capital’ (Frances, Skelton and Read; 2010, p. 330), or 
‘physical resources’ (Jackson, 2006) through her feminine attractiveness and fashionable 
appearance as well as her value as an object of desirability through the male gaze.  Already 
higher on the scale than many girls for her physical attractiveness and displays of sexual 
stylizations, her relationship to Jack places her even higher on the hierarchy, allowing her to 
access power she would normally be barred from as seen by her attempts to control Ms Jones’ 
classroom.  Her efforts to promote Jack are not completely altruistic as she receives additional 
social capital based on her relationship to him.  However, she is still aware she cannot show 
direct aggressions or assertions of power the same way Jack does; but instead, couches her 
actions in infantile passivities to remain within the boundaries of traditional femininities.  By 
maintaining a careful balance of classroom resistance and engagement, Melissa avoids any 
direct confrontation.  She is clearly attuned to the tension involved in her attempts at classroom 
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dominance to be successfully read as positive interaction by the teacher rather than classroom 
disruption.   
According to Frances, Skelton and Read (2010), ‘alpha’ or HAP (high achieving and popular) girls 
can sometimes access masculine discourses of confidence and assertion if they attempt to 
balance them with ‘precocious femininity’ such as performances as sexual objects or subjects 
(Gill, 2006; Ringrose, 2008; Renold, 2008), a challenging and often conflicting performance.  
Melissa’s power in the classroom may well be balanced by her physical displays of 
heterosexuality with Jack.  McRobbie (2007) expands on this concept suggesting that if girls want 
to access forms of agency and success normally reserved for boys, they must re-establish their 
own feminine positionings in some way.  She refers to such balancing performances as the ‘post 
feminist masquerade.’ McRobbie goes on to explain that in order to be seen as successful, girls 
have to perform hyper-femininities, innocence or submissiveness because actions of assertion 
and competition jeopardise their heterosexual desirability.  While striving for forms of agency 
and success, girls are simultaneously compelled to focus on bodily displays of heterosexual 
femininity in order to maintain legitimacy and viability in their communities of practice.  This 
expectation of girls to focus on fashion and make-up then results in a double bind as they are 
judged as ‘superficial’ or ‘girly’ by their local communities. Such judgement suggests girls’ 
inferiority by the acceptance of their own objectification through the male gaze.  In what seems 
like a circular trap, the girls become barred to the original forms of agency and success they 
were striving to balance (Frances, Skelton and Read, 2010).  
Melissa’s attempt to access classroom power without sacrificing her viability and value as a 
sexual object can be seen as somewhat successful.  However, her power is still policed and 
maintained based on her naturalized diminished position on the gender hierarchy by Jack as 
gender remains interwoven with the normalization of heterosexual binaries (Butler, 1990, 1993; 
Frances, Skelton and Read, 2010).  Despite Melissa’s confident classroom performance, her 
power is still constructed and limited based on her performance of femininities.  Her power 
remains vulnerable to the threat of male disapproval (McRobbie, 2007; Ringrose, 2008).  Aware 
that her elevated position in the local hierarchy is based on her accommodation of 
heterosexualized performances, Melissa makes meaning of her local value.  Aware that power is 
in short supply to girls, Melissa learns to utilize her social capital through the employment of 
these local discourses.  Her performance is legitimized and therefore controlled by the dominant 
boys with the power to construct and police the local narrative.  Despite securing a slightly 
elevated place in the local social hierarchy, Melissa’s power is still constrained by her gender. 
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To further explore the local hierarchical construction of power as it manifests in SJB’s Business 
classroom, I return to the observation:  
A group of three girls were working next to each other at computers, whispering to each other.  I 
was not sure if they were talking about the assignment or something else, because I could not 
hear the content of the conversation.  The outspoken couple did not even log into their computer, 
and you could see the screen saver on both their monitors.  They continued to hug and kiss each 
other as the other students worked diligently on their projects, with the exception of the boy with 
the earphones which were now back in his ears.  He was shopping for jackets online. Ms Jones 
passed by the whispering girls and gave them direction.  She passed by the couple with their 
screensavers up and asked them in a joking manner if they intended to work on the assignment.  
Melissa said in a baby voice, ‘I am confused!’ and asked the teacher a question about the work.  
The teacher was kind and helpful.  Melissa giggled and said, ‘I don’t know what’s wrong with 
me!’  Ms Jones smiled and said, ‘You need your holiday more than I do Melissa!’ She gave her 
direction and encouraged her to log in to the computer and begin working on the project.  She 
made no such suggestion to Jack.  Ms Jones came over to me and said, ‘They are such nice kids!’  
I was confused for a moment as I thought she was being treated very disrespectfully, but she was 
sincere in her sentiment.  I just smiled and said nothing.  Melissa whined and said, ‘What’s 
happening?!!’ referring to her power point.  Jack smirked and clapped sarcastically at her failure.  
Melissa giggled and whined, ‘I can’t do this!’   
The other students’ remained silent and concentrated on their work.  I noticed that some had 
created really nice graphics.  The girls’ group continued to whisper amongst themselves, but 
appeared to have done the work.  A peaceful ‘students at work’ quiet settled over the room for a 
few minutes until it was broken by Melissa yelling out, ‘I don’t give a SHIT!’ Ms Jones shushed her 
while Jack said, ‘No language, Missy!’  Melissa drew back from her aggressive outburst by 
helplessly whining, ‘I don’t understand this!’  Jack made mocking whining noises and told her to 
shut up.  The earphone boy continued to shop online.  The teacher asked him jokingly if he was 
going to use the clothes in his power point presentation. He stared blankly at her for a moment, 
earphones still in his ears. He turned, uninterestedly back to his computer and resumed his 
shopping.  Ms Jones smiled and moved on.  The rest of the students were finishing their work 
while the disruptive students had not even begun.  One quiet boy showed his work to the teacher 
and she pointed out what he had done wrong.  I was sorry she did not also point out what he had 
done right as the graphics were very good, and he had clearly put some effort into his work.  The 
headphones boy had nothing on the screen of his power point when the teacher directed the 
students to print out their work.  The couple also had nothing, but they continued kissing and 
petting each other.  Jack had been off-task so long his screen saver had come up again.  Ms Jones 
asked him why he had no work done.  He laughed and said, ‘I was doing it, and it destroyed itself.  
Now I have to do it again.’  The teacher did not respond.   
There was a group of three darker skinned girls of Asian descent who never spoke out or 
answered questions or even attempted eye contact with anyone except each other.  They had 
been working diligently on their power points throughout the class.  No one in the classroom ever 
acknowledged their presence.  The teacher never spoke to them or made eye contact with them.  
Fieldnotes 10/21/2015 
It was as if their gender and possibly their race had collided to render these three students 
invisible.  They maintained a focus on their work throughout the class, and seemed to consider 
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the acting-out couple as white noise, as if they were a TV drama playing in the background that 
the girls had no interest in.  These girls kept their eyes averted and their heads down.  Once or 
twice I caught the fleeting glimpse of the gaze of one of the girls.  It seemed she was watching 
me watching the performance of Jack and Melissa.  I suspected she was looking for confirmation 
that this TV programme was inappropriate for the classroom as the teacher was giving no such 
indication.  I suspected she wanted her reality verified through someone else’s reaction.  I also 
suspected she was accustomed to being invisible in the classroom.  She seemed a bit confused 
that her invisibility cloak was not working with me, and while a bit nervous; had an air of 
hopefulness that her ghostly condition may not be permanent. I noticed all three of the invisible 
girls had done excellent work on their power point presentations.  They had expected and asked 
for no assistance; looking things up online as needed.  I was impressed with their level of self-
sufficiency and wondered if it had just become a survival technique. There appeared to be no 
pathway in this classroom for these students to be acknowledged for their talent or hard work.  
Their gender seems to block them from masculine discourses of success while their 
intersectionalities limit their social capital in this community.  
 According to Walkerdine (1985) recognition and public celebration of academic success is often 
limited or bared to girls as terms such as ‘hard working’ separate them from discourses of 
natural brilliance and skills that are reserved for boys (Walden and Walkerdine, 1985).  Banned 
from behaviours which would allow them to meet definitions of success, they are rewarded 
instead for their silence and invisibility while simultaneously being ‘othered’ to the periphery 
(Patcher, 2007; Orenstein, 1994).  According to Gilligan (1982) it is the traits that we define as 
‘goodness’ in women that also bar them from positions of power.  As women are expected to 
perform acts of kindness and communal care they are simultaneously judged as deficit in the 
markers of adult development that constitutes social success.  The binary contradiction between 
compassion and autonomy, generosity and power, community and individual become a 
challenge for women as they struggle to perform expected femininities while at the same time 
being constituted as failures at competitive forms of success that are indicators of adulthood. 
How discourses of power become vehicles for students like Jack and Dean to inform institutional 
knowledge production, while relegating the ‘Good at Spanish girl’ and ‘Invisible power point 
girls’ to powerless positions of abject is an example of how gender narratives and power 
hierarchies are co-created.  Recognizing and deconstructing how we mediate these discourses to 
naturalize such gender hierarchies is important to addressing issues of classroom inequalities.  
So little social recognition was given to these talented students that I must reference them by 
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their actions as no one ever acknowledged them or spoke their names, while the names of Jack 
and Dean received a type of celebrity status.  
The conclusion of Business class observation:   
Headphones boy was still online shopping with his headphones in.  Jack began talking to him 
across the room then walked over to help him shop, commenting on his choices.  Melissa, 
noticing Jack’s absence appeared a bit jealous of earphones boy said, ‘Look how nice these look!’ 
holding out her printed work in Jack’s direction and smiling. The three invisible girls printed out 
their work and turned it in.  No one spoke to them.  I caught the eye of the girl who had been 
secretly tracking my observations.  I smiled at her before she averted her gaze and said to the 
girls, ‘Great work you guys!’  The eye contact girl looked up and smiled broadly; her eyes shining 
with a kind of recognition of a fellow tribesman. The other two girls raised their eyes from the 
ground and stared at me for a moment in disbelief.  They appeared confused and slightly 
stunned, but smiled shyly, and with a hint of pride said, ‘Thank you.’  
Sadly, despite their obvious academic skills and commitment, these girls remained invisible.  
Their talents were not recognized and did not earn them any social capital. Whether it was their 
gender, their race, their religion or an intersectional sum total of parts, they were clearly denied 
any access to forms of social value or power in their educational environment.  They seemed 
completely aware, and resolved to it.  They seemed to have accepted their place in the 
classroom hierarchy and showed deference to others as an acknowledgement.  
According to Lorde (1983) acts of oppression derive from the same source: the idea that one 
group is more ‘normal’ and therefore entitled to forms of social power and superiority while the 
other group is disempowered based on a positioning of ‘different’ or ‘deviant’. Lord (1983) 
suggests that within our notions of ‘normal’ and ‘different’ lie the entitlement to acts of 
oppression.   Acts of sexism originate from a sense of superiority of one sex over another.  Acts 
of racism originate from a sense of superiority of one race over another. Heterosexism originates 
from the suggestion that one form of loving is superior to others.  Yet all derive from a notion of 
‘normal’ and ‘different’ that suggest the group that is optically centred as ‘normal’ has the right 
to dominate others based on a belief of inherent superiority.  Although it is possible to observe 
power hierarchies forming in the classroom spaces of SJB, it is significantly more difficult to 
invert them to see a discernible hierarchy of oppression based on its shifting and transitory 
nature.   While these girls had multiple intersecting identities that placed them into oppressive 
categories of ‘different’ that shift and change with relationships and locations, the divergent and 
intersectional nature of their ‘difference’ still resulted in oppression and lack of social power.7  
                                                          
7 A more thorough exploration of how these intersectionalities are impacting the girls of SJB are outside 
the constraints of this research.   
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Jack and Dean, however, were successful, white, athletic, males who had great power and 
privilege in their classroom, despite their obvious distain for the educational process.  They had 
been taught they were entitled to disrupt the learning experiences of others for their own 
amusement.  They felt confident being rude and even verbally abusive to other students and 
teachers.  None of this bad behaviour diminished their power, but rather, reified it.  It occurred 
to me that the lessons that Jack and Dean were learning in their classrooms were the lessons 
that lead to male entitlement, aggression and abuse of others in our society.  And the lesson the 
girls were learning was how to endure it.  This is where it starts.  This is where gender inequality 
is learned and internalized as natural and normal. 
In this chapter we have seen numerous forms of femininities emerging in the classroom.  The 
more traditional femininities as performed by the three ‘Invisible powerpoint girls’ and the 
‘Good at Spanish girl’ are the most commonly viewed.  Alice’s positioning of claiming an equal 
right to speak out and occupy space in the classroom are less common; possibly in correlation 
with the risk of retribution involved in moving outside traditional femininities to claim forms of 
power naturally reserved for boys.  Such experiences of policing and discipline serve as examples 
to other girls the consequences that await them if they step out of these traditional femininities 
and their naturalized place on the gender hierarchy.  They then find themselves in a double bind 
as they cannot access the masculine privilege of power, autonomy and success if they remain 
within the confines of traditional femininities; a complicated quandary I’m sure Alice wisely 
applied her time in the hallway to ponder.  And yet, the construction of girls like Alice who resist 
traditional femininities as ‘problematic’ is an old story.  How this old story remains resistant to 
change in a progressive educational environment committed to addressing diversity and equality 
is the real question.  
 
Performing masculinities for the dividends 
Having evidenced how masculinities and femininities emerge in the classroom, with several 
examples of girls performing more traditional femininities that limit their agency and power, I 
now   move to the interview with Dallie who attempts to gain access to laddish power and forms 
of privilege normally reserved for boys.  Dallie is a 16-year-old female student who has spent the 
majority of her life outside the home of her birth family as a looked after child because of 
parental drug use.  Having experienced a sense of vulnerability and powerlessness early in life, 
Dallie attempts to circumvent the limited power available to girls in the classroom by performing 
the laddish behaviours normally reserved for boys.  Dallie shuns traditional femininities with the 
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goal of gaining forms of autonomy, freedom and agency conveyed in patriarchal dividends to 
rebellious lads.  
The door to Ms Hale’s classroom flies open and a student bursts in with an incredulous mix of 
annoyance and amusement on her face.  Striding across the room with the confidence and 
swagger of a Viking, it is immediately apparent to me that this student is anything but average.  
She throws down some college brochures on the teacher’s desk and says, ‘’This college is sexist!  
Just look at these brochures!”  The teacher smiles, turns to me, and says, “Meet Dallie!”  I was 
immediately a fan. The kid had chutzpa. She also had a point.  The brochures were, in fact, pretty 
sexist.  The photos on the brochures for science, maths, electronics and engineering were all 
males.  Nursing, social work and such…females.  It really was something you would expect to see 
produced by Madmen8.  Dallie had a good rant about the brochures then quickly focused, and 
talked a bit about her thoughts on choosing a college with her teacher.  Often described by 
school staff as a force of nature, she has a playful wit that is very endearing and keeps you on 
your toes.  Something about her reminds me of the literary character ‘The Artful Dodger’ 
although I had no fears for the safety of my purse.  Ms Hale is clearly very fond of Dallie and 
lovingly encourages her academic progress.  I could tell right away this girl has been through the 
mill, and is pretty tough because of it, but the toughness isn’t couched in anger or bitterness.  She 
has not internalized the symbolic violence (Bourdieu, 1979) of her challenging life, very often 
resulting in depression as it is turned inward on the self, but instead; seems to transform these 
emotions into forms of agency, fuelled by a sense of competence in her own ability to overcome 
challenges. She seems quite aware that her quick wit has helped her survive, and she trusts it; 
counts on it, as a skill to engage with others, and she deploys this skill effectively. 
Although this was my first official introduction to Dallie, I have seen her in action before during a 
school fire drill. The fire bell rang and everyone poured outside while it was chucking down rain.  I 
noticed Dallie stealthily weaving in and out of the throngs of evacuated children like a sheep dog 
making sure the flock was safe.  One of the teachers stopped her and asked if she knew where 
the Deputy Head was at the moment.  Dallie replied that the Deputy Head was on the other 
campus.  The teacher turned to me and said, “If you want to know anything that’s going on in 
this school, or where anyone is on campus, just ask Dallie!”  I was touched to see this teacher 
acknowledge and support the student’s sense of skill and strength.  Dallie flashed an impish grin 
and said, “I am the eyes and ears of this school.”  I wondered at the time if she was making a pop 
culture reference to the movie ‘Breakfast Club’ where the downtrodden, marginalized janitor 
uses that same line to express his own power and agency in a job where his real skills are not 
valued.  Perhaps she was too young to remember that movie, or just not a John Hughes fan.  In a 
flash she was off to address her responsibilities as a self-appointed school manager.  
Fieldnotes 11/6/2015 
Born to parents with significant substance abuse problems, Dallie has grown up outside the 
social narratives of a ‘normal’ home.  She has spent most of her youth in residential care, and 
has learned to identify herself more from the social perspective of what she is not, than what 
she is.  She finds nothing new or surprising in being marginalized and looks for forms of agency 
in redefining and redeploying herself and her experience outside the realms of normal.  Never 
                                                          
8 Referencing the television show ‘Madmen’ 
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having the experience or privileges that come from a traditional family, Dallie has nothing to lose 
when she shuns these traditions.  Referring to herself as the ‘eyes and ears’ of the school, she 
pushes against the gender binaries that depict girls as irrational and weak, claiming a place for 
herself in her social hierarchy through strength, skill and independence.  She finds agency and 
power knowing she can survive without the safety and structure most people find in family, 
nesting her identity outside the margins of society. Almost like the narrator of a story, Dallie 
finds a vehicle for agency and power as well as a sense of moral superiority in constructing the 
world through her voice and optically centring herself in the position of the marginalized 
observer.  Dallie quickly identifies herself to me as an outsider at the school.   
I’ve been excluded.  I’ve been on behaviour sheets.  I’m outspoken.  I shouldn’t still be 
here.  I should be in a more special school! (Dallie laughs in defiance.) They value me 
now! 
Interview 1/17/2016 
Having spent the majority of her life as an outsider, there is a strong identification of power 
through individual autonomy in Dallie’s story.   There is also a kind or reluctance; a kind of 
rejection to take a place at the table; as if such a seating could disrupt her power.  Dallie also 
seems to grabble with a questioning undertow of whether or not she deserves a place at the 
table as such experiences have been foreign in her life.  Choosing to distance herself from 
traditional femininities, Dallie aligns herself instead with the power of laddish discourses to 
claim a higher position on the local gender hierarchy.   
I’m not one of the girls.  I sit with my legs flat apart, walking with a pair of cottons on 
and not care at all.  If I have something to say I will say it.  I don’t think…it’s not really…I 
get called a ‘Laddette’. 
Interview 1/17/2016 
Dallie struggles to explain her choice of ‘othered’ positionings as there is little language to 
describe power and agency outside of masculine definitions.  She utilizes a discourse that she 
has been constituted and described through previously; ‘Laddette.’ This is a term which came 
into use by the media in the 1990s to refer to girls who display behaviours normally associated 
with working-class men such as smoking, drinking, fighting and verbal aggression to authority 
(Muncer et al. 2001; Jackson, 2006; Jackson and Tinkler, 2007).  As forms of agency produced 
through rebellious ’laddish’ behaviour in the classroom fall within the traditional forms of 
masculinity for boys; girls are normally policed away from this form of power.  They are 
expected instead to align with the forms of academic obedience, compliance and hard work that 
align with characteristics of traditional femininity (Mac and Ghaill, 1994; Nayak and Kehily, 1996; 
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Francis, Skelton and Read, 2010).  As power and autonomy have become a significant factor in 
Dallie’s concept of survival, she rails against the diminished power she perceives in traditional 
feminine discourses and instead aligns herself with ‘laddishness’ in order to access that form of 
freedom.  Dallie is careful to remain on the safe side of ‘cheeky’ instead of confrontational 
(Frances, Skelton and Read, 2010) having learned from early personal experience how quickly 
girls who perform aggressive behaviours reserved for boys can become pathologized. 
According to Francis, Skelton and Read (2010) laddish performances are often awarded the 
highest social status in school environments as they are constructed on notions of rebellion; 
evoking relational binaries of opposition to notions of femininity in the form of conformity and 
obedience in learning.  Boys who align themselves with learning can be seen as inhabiting 
traditionally feminine positionings and are therefore more vulnerable to being constituted lower 
on the gender hierarchy as such acts question the legitimacy of their masculine performance in 
their community of practice (Jackson, 2002, 2010).  With the goal of subverting the limitations of 
traditional femininities, Dallie places her identification with the male community in hope of 
gaining access to the dominate caste system.  She refuses to act out the expected subordination 
of her gender group, seeing the main discourses of femininity available to her in the form of the 
moral superiority of goodness and respectability as too weak and vulnerable for the challenges 
of her life (Paetcher, 2007). Having learned at an early age that traditional femininities are often 
viewed as vulnerability with the potential for victimization, Dallie performs masculine 
aggressions as a form of power and self-protection. 
Like, I’ll fight anybody.  I’ll hit a boy or a girl.  I’m not bothered at all.  Absolutely not at 
all. But it’s like…all the girls are like, ‘Oh you shouldn’t fight at all.  It’s disgusting.  Naw 




Dallie explains that her non-feminine, ‘laddish’ behaviour is pathologised by teachers and 
residential carers as deviant, outside the boundaries of acceptable femininities, and a potential 
threat to the social order (Jackson, 2006; Jackson and Tinkler, 2007; Ringrose, 2013) in the form 
of moral panic.  Determined not to perform the passivities associated with traditional 
femininities, she is not dissuaded from her more aggressive performance.  
I get told to sit down.  I get told to put my hand up.  But if I’ve got something to say I’ll 
just say it.  I won’t wait for an appropriate time.  And I shouldn’t shout.  And if I want to 
get my point across I should do it in a well-mannered way, and a responsible way, and all 
that stuff.  It’s like…if a boy like just sits in silence in the back of a classroom, and don’t 
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say anything, so when they do shout out it’s like its improvement.  Whereas girls are 
like…you need to put your hand up.  Don’t just shout out. 
Interview 1/17/2016 
 
When asked about social responses to her ‘laddish’ behaviour Dallie cites being held to account 
for her ‘unfeminine ways’ and is told by school and residential staff how to perform more 
effectively as a girl.  She proudly displays the social payoff of her continued performance of 
masculinities in the form of patriarchal dividends in the classroom. 
I think now I get disciplined…I’m not transgender or anything like that. I’m just like…I 
grew up, well… with the boys, so I act like a boy.  I think now I get disciplined as a boy 
‘cause that’s just the way it is.  My behaviour is like a boys…so…I don’t know what I’m 
trying to say.  I do know what I’m trying to say.  I just don’t know how to say it….it’s 
like…I don’t know.  It’s like I act more like a boy’s efforts than a girl’s efforts. 
Interview 1/17/2016 
 
Dallie struggles with language to express her experience, but gives little credence to the local 
mediation of dominant gender discourses.  She continues to redeploy female nonconformity as 
an agentic vehicle to power which also serves to destabilise local understandings of normal.  
Operating outside the boundaries of her gender group, (Thorne, 1993) Dallie struggles to identify 
with her female friends; choosing to perform male dominance over female deference. 
The girls I’m friends with they are girly-girls.  Go get their nails done, and fake tans and 
lashes to the max.  It’s a defence mechanism.  They are not comfortable with 
themselves.  Like a boy….what I’ve seen from watching them, because I only get a fake 
tan when I’m made to put it on. (Dallie laughs.) I wear hair extensions and that’s because 
my hair used to be so long, but like…a boy will think a girl’s better looking with eye 
lashes and hair extensions, and that’s not me at all.  I think everybody knows that…like 
no…just no.  It’s FAKE!  So FAKE!  And I don’t understand what boys find attractive about 
it, because their girlfriend smells like curry and has false eye lashes on.  I don’t know.  
It’s the media probably, because all the girls are tanned and have big boobs and tiny, 
wee waists and feminine.  That’s why they do it.  
Interview 1/17/2016 
Constructing her ‘laddish’ behaviour in opposition to femininities (Jackson, 2006) Dallie 
acknowledges the pressure of the male gaze in feminine performances and the discourses of 
desire which sustain male privilege.  Refusing to allow her dissatisfaction to be recast as desire 
for commodities and masochistic forms of femininity (Weedon, 1997) Dallie sees few positions 
of femininity she can comfortably inhabit.  Recognizing that how she represents herself through 
grooming and dress can also be an expression of power and agency, Dallie stealthily subverts 
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mainstream representations of femininity (Cook and Kaiser, 2004).  Although she admits to 
conceding to some femininities in order to avoid conflict in her school environment where dress 
is very important.   
I don’t think a lot of girls feel secure these days.  The media and that.  It’s quite sharp.  I 
don’t care about any of that at all.  I’d rather be in a pair of cottons and a jumper any 
day.  But I don’t wear it to school because then you get all the names and such and it 
just causes fights.   It just causes like…just put a pair of leggings on for you.  Just got to 




Based on the ambiguity of her feminine performance, she is policed and sanctioned by not being 
allowed full participation in the group. (Paechter, 2007) Dallie continues to find forms of power 
and comfort in the margins. 
I just ignore it.  And I get really angry if it’s horrible, and end up taking their head off.  I’m 
very aggressive, but I ignore it.  I think I have gotten better with my anger.  I just ignore 
it. I am what I am.  I think people who criticize other people like for...if they are going to 
criticize me for not wearing fake eyelashes and a tan I don’t think they are happy with 
themselves to criticize someone else’s life.  They are obviously not secure enough with 
themselves if they have to criticise someone else to make themselves feel better.  Which 
is just…NO!  Bye!  There is a door over there.  Please leave!! 
Interview 1/17/2016 
 
Dallie admits to feelings of failure and vulnerability that contribute to her motivations to identify 
with masculine behaviours.   
I was professional ice skater, so I don’t know how that worked out. I had an accident.  
One of the screws came out of the bottom of my boots.  I was doing an axel and it came 
out when I landed and it done all my nerves in my foot. I wouldn’t step back on the ice 
again even if someone gave me a million pounds.  I’m too scared.  Way too scared.  It 
really hurt.  I went to physio with the intention of going back.  But I went to football, and 
decided to become a football hooligan. 
Interview 1/17/2016 
 
It is possible the feminine positioning of a professional ice skater was too uncomfortable for 
Dallie to inhabit based on its association with traditional femininities.  She retreats to the 
comfort of ‘laddishness’ where she feels safe and successful.  When asked what other factors 
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swayed Dallie away from ‘girly’ behaviour, she references the expectations of her biological 
family. 
I think it’s just the way I’ve been brought up.  Like…I did literally grow up with about 12 
boys and I’ve got 4 big brothers. I’ve got more boy friends.  I grew up with like me and 
my big cousin.  That was it.  It was all boys.  I grew up playing football. Going to football 
games.  Doing all that stuff.  It’s an abnormality.  You get my big sister who’s the ‘girliest’ 
girl in all the land, and like she actually doesn’t wear false eye lashes.  She gets them put 
on every month, and it causes her so much pain.  Eye browns tattooed, lip filler, Botox.  
She’s had her boobs done.  It’s like NO!  Well…she hated the ways she grew up and my 
brothers.  She just used to be like…I remember when we were kids, my mom used to put 
us both like in white dresses, and I’d go out and it would be black, and Sharon would get 
a bit of black under her nails and go in crying.  Because that’s what my mom expected.  
She just stopped putting me in white clothes.  Put me in black cottons instead. (Dallie 
laughs.)  I think Sharon thought…we had different moms, but we had the same dad, so 
Sharon’s mom is more like feminine and she was a little princess, so she was like pink 
tiaras, princess…But I think Sharon continued, and took it to a whole new level.  Like 
completely!  She spends over 200 pounds on tanning salons a month and going into sun 
beds a month.  She’ll end up with skin cancer.  She wants to be a Barbie doll.  It’s actually 
quite horrible.  That’s not life for me at all.  Everybody is scared to be themselves.  
Interview 1/17/2016 
 
Referencing the dichotomy between her identification with masculine behaviours and her 
sister’s highly feminised behaviour Dallie’s describes her sister as retreating into highly 
feminised performances in order to escape the working class, ‘laddishness’ of her family, still 
viewing femininities as a weakness.  Dallie explains that she and her sister had different mothers 
with different expectations of gendered performances allowing a divergence in the girls’ choices 
of positionings.  She expressed distain over her sister’s hyperfemininity, viewing it as a powerless 
position, (Ridgeway, 1997) while the sister seems to search for power through her physical 
attractiveness to men.  Dallie refutes Sharon’s investment in female physical perfection as an 
unobtainable goal of female beauty, a position which disallows any aggression against it, as male 
expectations of the hypersexualized female require submissiveness (Paechter, 2010).  Dallie 
resists the patriarchal messages that teach girls to incorporate the male gaze into their self-
image (Merten, 2004) by trying to place herself outside its reach.   
A significant support for Dallie’s movements outside traditional femininities is her father.  A key 
character in her story, Dallie is strongly emotionally attached to him.  She describes him as ‘a 
drug dealer’ and laughs.  Receiving the reward of regular bonding with her father through her 
performance of traditional masculinities; Dallie expresses pride in her understanding and 
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participation in hegemonic masculinities.  Taking on masculine characteristics clearly pleases her 
father and places her as the favourite child. 
Like…I’ll go out to football with my dad.  I’ll do all the things that he should be doing with 
my big brothers that he’s not done.  Because…that’s just me.  Then you get the funny 
looks and that when you’re at football, ‘cause I’m standing there giving it absolute big, 
like singing all the songs, getting raging, when the other teams scores, and then there’s 
boys who just sit there, and don’t even know what’s going on. 
Interview 1/17/2016 
 
Claiming a narrative of witnessed legitimacy to successful inclusion in the working-class, laddish 
boys’ club, Dallie finds a way to place herself higher on the social hierarchy than she perceives 
her female peers as well as some of her male peers.  Offering her father as testimony, she 
proudly reports that he does not view her as a daughter or a girl, but instead as just ‘Dallie’.  A 
powerful influential force in her life, Dallie explains that her father is the main motivation behind 
her intention to finish school.   She also recognizes the limitations to her participation in lad 
culture, conceding that she does not have access to the full array of patriarchal dividends.  She 
acknowledges the greater challenges of being female in the workforce which drive her to place a 
high value on her education as a tool to future success.  
Because I wanted to do it.  I wanted to finish. My dad would never have the chance to 
say ‘My son finished it.’  But he would never use ‘my daughter finished it’ he would say 
‘Dallie finished it’. If that makes sense.  Like…it’s easier like…I know from my big brother 
he left school in second year and now has his own labouring company, so he didn’t need 
qualifications.  So I would have probably just dropped out of school and worked with 
him. Or dropped out of school and been a drug dealer like my dad. (Dallie laughs.)  If you 
are a girl you need qualifications.  I feel like that.  You need more qualifications if you are 
a girl.  But if I was a boy I probably would have dropped out.  I think education is less 
important to boys because they don’t put any effort into it.  
Interview 1/17/2016 
 
Her strong display of confidence wavers slightly when asked about her future plans.  She is not 
only stepping outside traditional gender narratives, but also her working class intersectionality 
as she would be the first in her family to finish high school.  She has expressed pride in the 
‘laddish’ behaviour of herself and her family members, but is not sure that these forms of 
agency will suffice in her future as the traditionally masculine, working-class laddish behaviours 
which define success in forms of educational rebellion may not be effective tools for a higher 
educational setting.  Going to college is a leap away from anything her family has ever 
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experienced, and Dallie holds close to her relationship to her biological family as a prized 
possession she was often denied.  She is aware that by going to college she will be making a 
cultural move away from them, and may be sanctioned by some family members for her 
aspirations that move outside the working-class boundaries of ‘laddish’ resistance.  Grabbling 
with multiple fears, Dallie is averse to the idea of losing her privilege and safety of ‘laddish’ 
agency.  She seems to be overwhelmed with survivor’s guilt for leaving the culture of her birth 
family for a higher education, and apprehensive of the imposter’s syndrome in thinking that she 
might belong there.  She has no role models to follow on this journey other than her social 
workers and patterns herself after them. Dallie expresses pride in the fact that her residential 
unit has such an impressive educational commitment, possibly using this ‘family’ in place of her 
birth family to build a bridge to higher education and claim a seat at the table. 
We are a really good unit for going like…all of us are in education or are going to college 
or have got a job.  We are the only unit in the past 15 years in Edinburgh to have nearly 
every single child in education.  I want to go to college.  I don’t know if I will or not.  I 
would like to be a residential care officer, because I grew up in care.  You need to do 
social work first so I need four Highers.  I’d like to go to Glasgow. 
Interview 1/17/2016 
 
A few weeks after Dallie’s interview her teacher contacted me to tell me Dallie’s father had 
committed suicide by a drug overdose.  Dallie missed two weeks of school, unable to function 
because of grief.  After the two weeks, Dallie returned to school, struggling with the loss of her 
cherished, yet tenuous relationship to her father.  How Dallie will navigate her future identity is 
difficult to say.  She has shown great strength in the face of adversity. We can only hope that this 
strength will continue to sustain her. 
 
Conclusion 
In exploring how traditional femininities are constructed as the binary opposites of masculinities 
I situate how the binary categories of gender relate to power construction in school spaces.  As 
boys are privileged to positionings of dominance and success in the social knowledge of the 
school, the girls are relegated to positions of inadequacy and invisibly as gender narratives and 
power hierarchies are co-constructed.   With the intent of mapping the subjective positioning 
the girls choose, several forms of traditional femininities can be seen emerging in this chapter. 
Feminine displays of passivity and modesty can be viewed through the behaviours of the ‘Good 
at Spanish girl’ and the ‘Invisible Power Point girls’.  These performances of ‘girls getting on with 
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it’, indicated by peers and staff to be acceptable forms of femininity are rewarded for their 
silence.  Melissa enacts a more powerful form of traditional femininity, as her heterosexualized 
performance provides her with a higher place on the social hierarchy.  Based on cultural capital 
in the form of physical attractiveness and her relationship with ‘laddish’ Jack, Melissa is able to 
command more power in this classroom space.  However, it could be argued that her slightly 
elevated position in the classroom hierarchy appears to be relational and somewhat dependent 
upon her oppressor.  Policed and limited by Jack, Melissa is not allowed to challenge his 
superiority without risking potential retaliation and the loss of her relational social standing.  She 
appears willing to accommodate the dominate discourse that females should be objects of 
attraction for men, positioning herself as such for the reward of elevated power.  
Alice’s attempts at non-traditional femininities in the form of classroom assertion are recognized 
by the teacher as outside the bounds of acceptable behaviours for girls.  Alice risks challenging 
the boundaries and is banned from the classroom for her transgressions, while her more 
aggressive male classmate is rewarded for the same behaviours. This is how the school produces 
discourses through local knowledge. It is a significant message of how power and gender are 
related to Alice as well as the other girls in the classroom, implicitly informing them of the 
limitations of their behaviour as a gender group.  Such messages are influential to how girls 
make meaning of their power and how it is constructed through gender discourses resulting in 
gender inequalities.  These messages that reward traditional femininities often construct non-
traditional femininities as negative forms of rebellion.  Girls who attempt forms of agency 
through non-traditional femininities are often positioned as rebels or anarchist to acceptable 
social norms rather than strong and heroic as girls remain barred from discourses of courage and 
success.   
Recognizing these limitations of power Dallie’s performs ‘laddette’ behaviours in an attempt to 
access the patriarchal dividends she is normally banned from.   Punished and ostracized for 
moving outside feminine boundaries, Dallie is even excluded from her studies.  Her self-
described ‘hooligan’ behaviours can be read as forms of agentic power, supported by her father 
and family. Having grown up outside socially acceptable forms of family structure, Dallie has 
nothing to lose in risking exile.  Instead she constructs a more powerful, masculine position for 
herself, disrupting local discourses, but securing what she perceives as a more secure identity to 
survive her precarious life.  By mapping how girls such as Dallie go ‘off the radar’ of traditional 
femininities it is possible to see how they are considering, negotiating and challenging their 
circumstances to creating new opportunities outside the confines of gender. The fact that 
Dallie’s less conciliatory, more independent forms of behaviour seem to only be recognized 
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socially as masculine indicates the entrenchment of the masculine binary to the school’s 
understanding of ‘normal’ behaviour.  And yet, these inequalities are still viewed as natural and 
normal, reinforcing and reifying discourses of male supremacy and female inadequacy.  It can 
also be argued that the complexity of Dallie’s intersectionalities create complex positionings for 
her in this high achieving, middle-class progressive school environment.  How her working-class 
background and looked after status influences her sense of inclusion or isolation is difficult to 
assess.  Yet the gendered discourses that construct male empowerment and female limitation as 
normal in the classroom play an important role in Dallie’s experience.   
This chapter considered the relationship between gender and the ways power is negotiated, 
acquired and wielded in the classroom through implicit naturalized gender discourses 
institutionalized in pedagogic ideologies (Shaw, 1995; Britzman, 1995; Walkerdine, 2001).  
Indeed, as communities of practice, educational institutions instruct, reflect and reproduce 
patriarchal rules in educational spaces as boys are privileged to speak out, act out and utilize 
space while girls are expected to be focused, quiet, compliant and hardworking; teaching and 
supporting structural gender inequalities.  Serving as educational gatekeepers, teachers are 
often discursive vehicles helping students to learn to become members of communities that 
normalize gender and racial inequalities (Hill Collins, 2009).  Such actions reify the normalcy of 
classroom hierarchies, optically centring boys and influencing how students make meaning of 
who they are and where they fit in their current and future communities.  By teaching boys they 
are entitled to control spaces, resources, and social knowledge, while teaching girls to accept 
oppression students are internalizing social learning that may last a lifetime. 
In highlighting the role of the educational environment in maintaining traditional gender 
narratives as significant to the construction of masculinities and femininities this research 
suggest that institutions must become more cognizant of their participation in the construction 
of social inequalities.  The school’s role in addressing gender relations must be considered as 
influential to social change as the symbolic support of gender stereotypes anchors and maintains 
historical inequalities.  In consideration of the importance of social justice in pedagogy, it is 
important to develop a greater awareness of gender practices in the classroom and how they 
may result in, and be the result of, more global influences of social/political frameworks of 
inequality (Jackson, 2009).   
Of significance in this chapter is how resistant the informal gendered cultures appear to be to 
the overt messages of diversity and inclusion expressed by the school.   Despite the efforts of 
this progressive secondary school to create educational equality, traditional gender narratives 
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are still being reproduced in classroom spaces potentially shaping and informing who gets access 
to positions of power and success as well as who gets positioned as unsuccessful.  These are 
significant classroom lessons that can arguably impact learning.  Until we are able to better 
recognize and challenge the inequalities that play out in our pedagogic spaces, many students 











In this chapter I explore how ideologies of competitiveness and competency are expressed in the 
spaces where they are at their most extreme: the sporting pitch.  It is here that traditional 
masculine discourses of physical strength and sporting skills are often conflated with power and 
success.  As described through the interview of Sheena, the heavily policed and limiting gender 
boundaries in PE are influenced through discourses of success, created and distributed through 
hegemonic masculinities.  According to Messner (1992) pedagogic practices related to athletics 
are based on concepts of winning that are predicated by bodies as instruments of masculine 
domination through power, discipline and strength; anything seen as outside those masculinities 
is disparaged.  Athletic activities become significant in the reproduction of patriarchal privilege 
as the celebration of male aggression creates a form of male bonding where male bodies 
become valued as machines of physical capacity and female bodies are rejected for lacking such 
power (Rowe, 1998).  Connell et al. (1982) suggest that in schools, sports serve to create a 
masculinizing institution that forms a ruling class of hegemonic masculinity, achieved through 
social ascendancy, configuring gender hierarchies that legitimize patriarchy (Connell, 1995; 
Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005).  Connell (1998) first employed the term ‘hegemonic’ to 
describe how pluralistic masculinities result in social hierarchies with hegemonic masculinities 
awarded the highest forms of power.  According to Whitehead (2002) hegemonic masculinities 
do not represent a type of man, but instead, a subjectivity which males can inhabit through 
discursive positioning to varying degrees as hegemony produces exemplars of masculinity 
(Pringle, 2005).  Such patriarchal ideologies embedded in sports naturally construct a gender 
hierarchy of competition that reifies male authority and privilege (Birrell and Richter, 1987) 
instead of a sports curriculum focused on the goal of healthy lifestyles that ‘is process oriented, 
collective, inclusive, supportive, and infused with an ethic of care’ (Birrell and Richter, 1987; p 
395).  As girls’ athletic agency becomes marginalized and negated through the historic 
relationship of masculinity and athletic dominance, the importance of their active, healthy 
bodies in the PE curriculum also become erased.  
 
Observation of Physical Education class: 
A trickle of water from the persistent, cold, Scottish rain had found its way past the woollen 
boundaries of my alpaca scarf and was descending the slope of my neck as I stood, half frozen on 
the sports pitch observing rugby.  A hard-core Los Angelean to the soul, I was desperately 
grasping at strategies of how to observe this PE class without catching pneumonia.  Unable to 
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block the formidable and relentless foe of Scottish weather, I wearily conceded my soggy, 
miserable defeat.  I had to buck up and tough it out.  My beloved relationships to the outdoors 
had taken a real beating in Scotland.  I had little hope of experiencing the joy of the sun. 
Mr Clark, the PE teacher began the class by explaining to the students their two participation 
choices for the day.  Throwing his right arm into the air, ‘Choice number one…non-contact rugby’ 
and pointed to the right side of the pitch.  The majority of girls, without hearing the second 
option moved wearily in that direction. Mr Clark’s left arm went into the air, ‘Choice number 
two…contact rugby’ and he pointed to the other side of the pitch.  The boys all walked in that 
direction.  A small group of girls moved nervously and excitedly around in the middle of the field, 
talking to and encouraging each other towards the second option.  They seemed reticent to 
commit, but knowing the time for their decision was limited, about eight girls started walking, 
still nervously, towards the boys who had now formed a group and stood formidably with their 
shoulders back and chins up like Donatello’s bronze David, jealously guarding their rightful 
territory.   
The girls looked up at the wall of boys and stopped walking in that direction.  One of the larger 
girls who had initially seemed quite keen to go to contact rugby, dropped her competitive smile 
and replaced it with something that looked more like hopelessness.  She turned quickly, without 
speaking to her friends, and walked toward the non-contact rugby.  Noticing her change of 
movement, her friends questioned her.  She smiled and joked back that she was going to non-
contact.  The joking inflection she tried to muster in her voice did not disguise her weariness.  This 
was clearly a battle she had conceded before.  Her two friends looked questioningly at each other 
for a moment.  A flash of panic in their eyes.  Then they changed direction to join her, joy and 
excitement of competition gone from their faces, bearing no resemblance to Donatello’s Judith.  
It occurred to me that surrendering defeat to a battle they had already lost so many times before 
may have destroyed the joy they had with this sport. 
Now there were only three girls left moving towards the contact rugby. Sheena was the leader.  
She made her way to the pitch seemingly oblivious to the cold drizzle of intimidation and staked 
her ground in the group.  Her two friends followed her, heads up, shoulders straight, ready to 
play.  As the group went through a series of rugby skills training exercises, many of the boys, 
even the less athletically skilled ones, did not actually acknowledge the presence of these three 
girls.  As the girls reached the front of the line to catch the ball in their turn, they fruitlessly 
sought eye contact with their passing teammates.  Each time, the boys ‘blanked’ them, refusing 
to meet their gaze and pretending that they weren’t a part of their group, only acknowledging 
their male teammates in what appeared to be a passive relational display of social value.  Two of 
the girls appeared slightly confused and shamed by the experience, looking around to see if 
anyone would meet their gaze.  When no one did, they returned their gaze to each other, their 
dehumanized, expressionless faces searching for a confirmation of their own existence.  Once 
recognizing their shared vulnerability they both burst into smiles, bonding in their humiliation 
and encouraging each other to rise above it.   
But these boys may as well have been made of bronze for all Sheena seemed to care. She did not 
search for eye contact.  How they judged her, or whether or not they liked her, didn’t hold much 
weight.  She was just interested in their ability to pass her the ball.  She wasn’t there for their 
approval.  It appeared to me that she was there because she loved the game.  
Fieldnotes 2/4/2016  
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In this observation it is possible to view how power manifest systemically on the sporting pitch, 
shifting and changing through discourses embedded in the local social narratives that constitute 
the players subjectivities.  Considering Foucault’s (1977) concepts of power as omnipresent and 
relational, with the ability to be both productive and repressive (Holub, 1992) such power can 
either promote or limit the agency of individuals covertly creating and reproducing social 
inequalities. Dominant group members must work to maintain their privilege as not all people 
have the same access and influence to social power (Cocks, 2012; Olssen, 2016) creating the 
motivation to construct forms of hegemony that advance discursive resources; reconstructing 
male privilege as individuals attempt to influence the workings of power in their communities of 
practice.   
Sheena, a fourteen-year-old Ugandan girl, spent the first twelve and a half years of her life living 
and going to school in Uganda.  She says the transition to the UK wasn’t too difficult for her, 
because half of her family is from the UK.  She spent many summers here as a child with her 
adopted mother’s family. Identifying herself as a second generation TCK (Third Culture Kid), 
Sheena values her ability to adapt to new environments as an important skill in a global world. 
Coming here wasn’t a big change, because I’ve…half the people in my family are 
British…or Scottish, I guess, and half the people are Ugandan.  And so I guess there is a 
switch you have to be able to turn between being Ugandan and being British.  Because I 
see a lot of people coming from countries in Africa, and coming over here and, still being 
slightly different.  Whether you can speak English really well, or whether you know 
people here, or have experiences here, you are still slightly different.  So there’s another 
boy in my PE class and he and I are from Kenya/Uganda and we are just able to switch, 
and accent wise, and being able to keep up with the lingo and knowing what people are 
talking about.  But it is a big switch that you have to make.  So we are considered to be 
TCK’s which are ‘Third Culture Kids.’  It’s a whole thing.  There are loads of TCK’s in the 
world.  It’s a big thing, TCK and how they adapt to the world, and how they are suited for 
jobs that are more diverse, and my mom was a TCK. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
Like most TCK kids, Sheena has had the experience of more than one cultural perspective.  In my 
experience growing up with exposure to only one set of cultural norms can create a sense of 
permanency to the socially constructed rules of that culture and its reflective impact on the 
individual.  Having experienced differing cultural norms allows Sheena a better view of their 
social construction, diminishing their power to influence and police her behaviour.  Her 
recognition of her social location of as a TCK seems to empower her view of herself as strong 
and adaptable; strengthening her sense of her own agency.  Sheena was selected from a focus 
group for an individual interview because of her ability to recognize the multiple intersections of 
her identity and how they emerge to influence her beliefs about herself and the subjectivities 
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available to her.  She expresses the complexity of her identity as a black, Ugandan, female living 
in a white British society, blithely describing her experience of racism in the UK as an ‘exciting 
journey’, impacting the positions of power available to her.  Yet the intersections of her identity 
seem to create agency, strength and opportunity to overcome her sense of oppression (Shields, 
2008).  I ask Sheena to describe some of the cultural difference she has experienced between 
Uganda and the UK: 
Other than the weather? (Sheena laughs.)  In Uganda, sport and health and safety are 
very…..it’s so much freer…like the US, I’m expecting.  Contact rugby with the girls, you 
see them doing it all the time.  No coaches…no long sleeves or anything.  It’s just…you 
know, it might not be safe.  Just go for it and see what happens. And so sport in Uganda, 
I found, was a lot better.  It was a lot more…not really even equal.  It wasn’t thought of 
as different.  So even though it wasn’t equal, it was the same.  So everyone did sport, 
and some people did less sport, but still went in on sport.  And there were no rules 
about you can’t be playing rugby with the boys.  You can’t tackle the girls.  You can’t pick 
people up and put them on the other side of the line. (Sheena laughs.) We used to do 
that all the time!  
Interview 1/18/2016 
Elaborating on the differences between Uganda and the UK, Sheena describes some traditional 
gender positioning in Uganda, but with the caveat that these boundaries are no longer as strict.  
Little judgement accompanies their diffusion.   
In (Ugandan) school, girls and boys are treated very much more the same.  Whereas; 
over here, girls and boys are treated a bit more differently in schools.  So there is all this 
equality and everything.  And they shout it out about equality, and that it is equal and 
everything.  Whereas in Uganda there is nothing said about equality, because it wasn’t 
seen as something that you had to say.  It was just an obvious statement that was acted 
out.   
Interview 1/18/2016 
Sport in Uganda is described by Sheena as less gendered than it is in the UK.  Whereas in 
Scotland, she believes equality is given lip service in theory, but often returns to naturalized 
gendered expectations in practice.  Sheena has spent her formative learning years believing she 
has a right to participate equally in sports with boys.  She has not internalized discourses of 
female frailty, but instead sees her body as capable and strong.  I recognized this conviction in 
Sheena as she walked across the pitch to the full contact rugby, and it is this confidence that 
gives her agency and joy in physical activity.  I ask Sheena to elaborate on her personal 
experience of differing gender expectations in her UK school.  She explains how implicit 
messages of gender expectations run unseen in the discourses of SJB:  
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In our subject choosing.  They didn’t make it clear, but they did.  Like the pictures they 
showed of the physics program…didn’t see a single girl.  And it’s just…they…it 
sounded…they made it almost sound like some subjects were more suited to girls than 
boys.  Maybe it was just the way they phrased it, or the complexity of it, or the jobs that 
lead physics…Home economics was seen as more of a girl’s thing, but they ended up 
getting more boys.  Which I thought was great.  (Sheena laughs.) So it was small things. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
I comment to Sheena that I was surprised to see a PE football booklet that only featured pictures 
of men playing football. 
I think I’ve got that football booklet!  (Sheena pulls a booklet out of her notebook and 
laughs.) So on the gymnastics booklet, (Shenna pulls another booklet out of her 
notebook.) because we’ve done PE gymnastics, all the gymnastics ones…they are all 
girls.  (Sheena laughs.)  So gymnastics…they are all girls…and then we have 
athletics…(Sheena gets another PE booklet out of notebook.)…oh wait…there’s a 
girl!...but she’s doing gymnastics!  (Sheena laughs.) 
Interview 1/18/2016 
Sheena discusses the ‘small things’ that she uses to make meaning about how she, as a girl, is 
expected to participate in her local community.  The pictorial representations of educational 
brochures and booklets that literally optically centre boys serve as symbolic sign posts to inform 
Sheena which gender belongs in which spaces.  Sheena’s perspective as a TCK assists her in 
reflecting upon and deconstructing these policing discursive messages.  She is able to recognize 
how these messages embedded in the schools’ status quo knowledge have the potential to limit 
girls’ options.  Sheena employs her adaptive skills as a TKC to avoid such pitfalls. Her ability to 
locate, understand and reflect on the gender narratives transmitted in her school environment 
empowers her with the agency to challenge the status quo.  With the belief that these narratives 
are false she approaches them with the same confidence that she approaches the rugby field. 
As Sheena takes what can be described as a counter-hegemonic position on the field, she is seen 
as an interloper to the boys’ rightful spaces and a challenge to the status quo from which they 
benefit.  The closer Sheena gets to the full contact field the higher the tension seems to get for 
the boys waiting there to defend the purity of their sporting pitch and their social narrative from 
perceived forms of challenge and possible contamination (Thorne, 1993).  Sensing the mounting 
tension, several of the girls give way, fearing the potential sacrifices related to such a challenge.  
The boys attempt to block Sheena’s participation and her power by ignoring her efforts.  She 
counters with the same play; removing their power by ignoring their narrative.  Refusing to 
activate the discourses, Sheena’s gesture limits their ability to police and regulate her behaviour 
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as she challenges the very structure of the power hierarchy, determined to claim her right to a 
space on this field.  
Sheena’s story exposes how gender narratives and power hierarchies are implicitly and 
unknowingly co-created in the athletic spaces of SJB. How students are taught to become a part 
of the gendered community is an important part of their social education.  Athletics is a socially 
sanctioned form of establishing value in a local community (Connell, 2005).  Successful 
participation in sports results in the perpetuation of hegemonic masculinities which is supported 
by the cultural framework of the school community.  Athletically able boys are optically centred 
and placed at the top of the social hierarchy.  They are given positions of power, and are allowed 
to display and wield that power, throughout the social environment.  Nothing else provides the 
same status, especially for girls who are not represented by these discourses just as Sheena is 
not represented in the pictures in her PE booklet.  Learning to participate in this social hierarchy 
is significant to how students make meaning of their own identities and important early training 
as to how to develop confidence, power and privilege in their lives.   
Lunch in the PE office 
After watching Sheena fight for her rights on the pitch that morning, I had lunch in the office with 
the PE teachers.  I enjoyed spending lunch breaks with them.  They were a really great group of 
teachers who worked hard for the benefit of their students.  Having observed them all at work, I 
expressed to Mr Night, the Head PE teacher, how impressed I was with his department.  I was 
particularly pleased with the attention given to etiquette and good sports behaviour included in 
some of the lessons.  I talked a little bit more about gender issues and how it seems boys feel the 
PE pitches are often their territory and girls are fearful to encroach upon them, threatened with 
the loss of femininity in the eyes of the boys, and unsure of how to create agency without 
advanced sporting skills.  Mr Night acknowledged he had seen these behaviours and expressed 
concern about how girls struggle to see themselves as successful athletes.  I suggested that being 
celebrated as a successful athlete is more of a male entitlement and a difficult position for girls to 
navigate.  Mr Night expressed interest in this concept as he wanted to create more opportunities 
for the female athletes he worked with to experience success.  I explained to him how I viewed 
gender inequalities as naturalized and reproduced in PE and in our society.  I used the football 
booklet as an example.  It was an excellent teaching tool for the concepts of sports etiquette, but 
had 14 photos of male athletes, even 3 male silhouettes and only 2 photos on the back page of 
teams with anything other than white masculinized males.  The team photos which included one 
white, feminized girl in a group of white, athletic males was next to the description of teamwork, 
which is considered a more feminine trait and suggests concepts of inclusion.  Mr Night looked 
surprised and said he had never thought about the photos in the brochure before.  I repeated the 
slogan, ‘You can’t be what you can’t see’ and expressed concern that the male photos just 
reinforced to the girls that this was not their domain, as Sheena had expressed to me in her 
interview.  The Head PE teacher called over to his co-worker Mr Clark and said, ‘Hey Jack!  
Jennifer found a problem with your booklet!’ and stated ribbing him for having used only photos 
of men. Jack turned around from his computer to face us and defended his photos of famous 
male footballers as an attempt to inspire the students as well as to avoid any copyright issues.  I 
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quickly retreated to the noncontact pitch by saying that I totally understood, and wasn’t trying to 
find fault with his work.  The booklet was outstanding in its content.  I was just pointing out how 
naturalized gender is in our society.  But being uncomfortable with the act of deference when my 
point was valid, I gently suggested that there were several famous female footballers in the USA 
whose photos he could probably use without violating copyright laws.  Ms McFee, another PE 
teacher who was facing the other direction while quietly typing on her computer, chimed in from 
her desk to continue the volley.  She suggested specific names of famous female football players 
whose photos he could include in the booklet.   
I was relieved at her team support, but sorry that Jack had been put on the spot. I had great 
respect for him as a teacher and didn’t want to alienate him. I really admired his commitment to 
his student and his generosity towards my research. Also, I genuinely believed he was an 
excellent teacher.  They all were!  There was nothing consciously sinister in the omission.  I tried 
to explain that my research was looking at how gender inequality is naturalized in our society, of 
which this was just a good example.  I didn’t want to create a sense of competing teams, but 
rather a unified team with the goal of inclusion and equality, but did I have the power for that 
kind of social reconstruction?  I knew I was stepping outside the boundaries of acceptable 
femininities by critiquing his work as well as the historical construction of sporting ideology in 
general, and it was not my intention to do so for a myriad of reasons.  I felt the familiar, 
uncomfortable tension that accompanies speaking out about gender inequalities.  It’s like 
questioning your family’s faith-based religion when they’ve invited you over for Easter dinner.  I 
could feel the room contemplating the question; did I, with the intersectionality of an outsider, a 
foreigner, and an older female, lacking an advanced level of athletic skill, have access to the 
power to question or suggest ideas on this pitch?  Or was my intersectionality a recipe for 
silence? The tension and discomfort in the room signalled their perception of my challenge to the 
status quo.  In questioning the naturalized knowledge of this space I was rattling the scaffolding 
that supports the established power hierarchy; exposing its vulnerability. I was twitchy with 
anxiety and made a few jokes to try to decrease the tension. I realized I had placed myself in the 
same situation as Sheena in the full contact rugby that morning.  It occurred to me, I may have to 
bake a lot of pink cupcakes to smooth this one over. 
Fieldnotes 2/2/2016 
The under-representation of women in sports is a significant message to Sheena and her peers 
as to who is seen as worthy, capable and legitimate on the sporting pitch.  Sartore and 
Cunningham (2007) consider the under-representation of women in sports leadership by 
discussing how responses to adversity often differ by gender, suggesting that social ideologies of 
gender place systemic limitations on women teaching them to self-limit through unconscious 
identity formations as they seek consistency with social meanings.  Utilizing a symbolic 
interactionist approach, they highlight the importance of perceived social meanings (Mead, 
1934) to how the individual interprets power and agency through their own social standing, 
interactions and reflections.  As stereotypical beliefs suggest that women be conciliatory, passive 
and supportive, their access to agency, competence and power is undermined (Eagly and 
Mladinic, 1989, 1994; Jost and Kay, 2005).  At the same time, stereotypical beliefs that expect 
men to be aggressive, confident and self-promoting allowed them access to power, competence 
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and success at a higher level; a message that is depicted for Sheena pictorially in her educational 
learning materials.  As such, gendered stereotypes become ‘both descriptive and prescriptive in 
nature’ (p 248) while they also reify the gender hierarchy to establish a consistent, orderly social 
narrative that informs and directs behaviour.  Ilgen and Youtz (1986) concur that how an 
individual is represented by others can influence their own self-concepts about their agency, 
resulting in self-limiting behaviours and expectations of failure reinforced through social 
message and the relational nature of power and identities.      
Sports ideologies have always been heavily interwoven with discourses of power and 
masculinity. Connell (1992) suggests that gender is an issue that must be addressed across all 
curricula, but nowhere more seriously than in physical education, as the use of bodies to occupy 
space and successfully manipulate objects is a masculine positioning of dominance rather than a 
feminine positioning of display.  Connell describes masculinity as a conceptual form of practice, 
performance or discourse that is a supporting structure in gender relations, blurring the view of 
the individual.  The long history of the dominance of men and the subordination of women has 
naturalized this system and made it a form of unconscious habit in our society. Upon its 
naturalization, the idea of masculinity doubles back and becomes the explanation and excuse for 
traditional masculine behaviour, negating and invalidating the responsibility of the individual 
and setting up a global entitlement that result in a hierarchy paying dividends to the male group 
(McMahon, 1993, Connell, 1998, 2005).  This hierarchy and its strongly unionized power is 
referred to as hegemony.  Because of the relational nature of gender, binaries such as male 
strength and female fragility automatically limit women simply based on their gender category 
with the goal of advancing masculinities on the gender hierarchy.  These historical configurations 
of masculinities and femininities are still heavily policed to maintain compliance to patriarchal 
expectations.  (Connell, 1998, 2000, 2014; Connell and Messerschmidt, 2005) 
The sporting pitch has historically been, and continues to be dominated by males, producing 
exemplars of masculinity which are a result and a reinforcement of hegemony, rewarding 
individuals with social value and power on and off the pitch (Connell, 1998, 2005).  Adhering to 
discourses of masculinity through sports allows men to reduce their anxiety and promote their 
own success by aligning with this power (Jefferson, 1994).  The politics of bodies and how value 
is ascribed to those bodies seems to be at the very core of the PE curriculum, presenting a 
patriarchal ideology as a biological fact rather than a social construction (Dewar, 1987; Vertinsky, 
1992).  PE is a space where the naturalization of the differences between male and female is the 
most influential because of its focus and reward of physical skill and strength performance 
(Vertinsky, 1992).  These biological differences are seen as evidence of the limitations and 
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vulnerability of female bodies, justifying the regulation, marginalization and potential exclusion 
of girls in physical activity (Boutilier and San Gioanni, 1983; Vertinsky, 1992; Fisette, 2013; Oliver 
and Kirk, 2014,). 
Such forms of gender naturalization are expressed on the SJB sporting pitch, in their athletic 
booklets and in the staff room.  Jack had never considered the lack of representation of girls in 
his booklets, because the pictures accurately represented the current, normal gender 
participation.  What I consider remarkable is that the girls’ lack of participation is considered 
unremarkable.  As SJB embraces the marginalization of girls’ athletic participation on the 
sporting pitch they are unknowingly contributing to the production of gender inequalities.  As 
Sheena’s challenge to ‘normal’ on the pitch is met with palpable tension, she moves outside the 
boundaries of traditional feminine traits of passive and conciliatory.  She risks her social standing 
as a ‘nice’ girl by displaying forms of physical aggression and competition reserved for males.  
According to Currie, Kelly and Pomerantz (2009) participation in athletics can even call into 
question the girl’s sexuality.  My challenge to the ‘normal’ representations in the booklet also 
evokes power tensions. I also risk being seen outside acceptable boundaries of femininity by 
displaying forms of intellectual aggression.  Sheena and I both find ourselves constituted by 
discourses that organize our bodies and limit our power based on our gender.     
Back in our interview I asked Sheena to what she attributes her athletic success.  She cites early 
training and the confidence that it builds.  She describes herself as having always been a fan of 
sports, playing games in her school and neighbourhood fields on a regular basis.  Her mother, 
recognizing the importance of sport, and hoping to encourage and support Sheena’s joy in it, 
enrolled her to private tennis lessons.   
I do tennis at a higher level and I had…my mom made me go to private lesson when I 
was about…as old as I could hold a racket up…about 7, I think.  And I enjoyed it, and 
then I didn’t enjoy it.  And she let me stop for a couple of months.  But she never did it 
so I could compete at a higher level.  She just thought it was a good skill to have.  
Especially for university.  It’s a sociable thing.  And I was like, ‘Why? I don’t want to do 
tennis!’ And now I’m really thankful for it, because I’ve decided that tennis is a sport I 
want to do, and I now have that ability. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
Sheena learned to develop a healthy and positive understanding of her physical abilities and to 
sports early in life.  She finds joy in activity and isn’t afraid to compete.  I expressed my respect 
for her determination to be a contender in the rugby game, and wonder why so few other girls 
did.  I asked if Sheena knew why the UK girls seemed uninterested.   
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I think it all does just come back down to ability.  You don’t want to be the worst one on 
a team.  And so if you see people playing and you want to play with them…if you think, ‘I 
can’t do that! They are really good.  I don’t want to go and play with them, because they 
will just be so much better than me.’ And you’ll feel worse about playing it.  Whereas if 
you don’t go and play it, no one sees any difference. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
Sheena recognizes the struggle for many secondary school girls in sport as insufficient exposure 
at a younger age.  Her own experience of learning to love tennis supports the concept that skill 
development and ability are a path to joy in sports. This lack of opportunity to learn to enjoy 
sport was a recurrent theme in my research.  There are very few clubs for younger girls other 
than gymnastics, dance and swimming.  Whereas there are multiple clubs for boys to learn 
football, rugby, cricket and other team sports where competency is crucial for acceptance.  But 
creating clubs that support only the most competent, sets up performance and skill as the value 
determinant.  It also devalues the importance of regular physical activity for all as a healthy 
lifestyle choice, while negating the important life lesson of learning to set goals, work, and 
compete, regardless of social measurements of success or failure.   
Mitchell et al (2015) suggest the following barriers to girls’ engagement in PE:  perception of 
confidence, social influence and choice.  In their research they identified forms of change 
occurring when girls were offered more opportunities for autonomy, competency and 
relativeness in PE classes.  Mitchell et al (2015) suggest: 
‘Although the satisfaction of all three needs is important…perception of autonomy is a 
necessary condition for the development of intrinsic motivation and plays a key role in 
the development of pupil wellbeing.’ 
(Mitchell et al, 2015; p 604) 
Gray, Treacy and Hall (2017) suggest the importance of successful teaching strategies in PE such 
as ‘appreciative inquiry,’ an approach ‘underpinned by the belief that everyone and everything 
has strengths that can be developed and that those strengths should be the starting point for 
change’ (p 1).  They go on to state: 
‘When PE teachers create a mastery motivational climate, where success is defined 
through personal gain, cooperation and effort, then pupil engagement in PE has been 
found to increase (Ntoumanis, Pensgaard, Martin and Pipe, 2004).  Similarly, when PE 
teachers create learning environments that nurture pupil relationships and stimulate 
their personal interest, then intrinsic motivation, engagement and learning are 
enhanced (Ryan and Deci, 2006).  In other words, engagement may be enhanced when 
teachers create learning environments that support and develop their pupils’ capacity to 
become autonomous learners. 
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(Gray, Treacy and Hall, 2017; p 2) 
I broach this same issue of girls participating in sports with a focus group of three fourteen-year-
old students, asking which sports they participate in and how they find enjoyment.  One of the 
girls lowers her head and her voice, vacillating in loss and grappling with defeat, and gives the 
following response to my question about sports participation: 
Sharon:  I do nothing.  I just sleep.  Honestly, I’m not the sporty type.  I hang out with friends.  If I 
were to do one sport…I think actually…rugby…but I’m not on a team because there are 
more boys really on the rugby team.  And if you were the only girl…well for me I think 
it’s fine, because I used to play rugby all the time, but now it think it’s becoming more 
rough.  ‘Cause I used to never do full-on rugby.  I mean, I like it full-on, but sometimes it 
gets a bit too much.  Like the pushing and shoving….I don’t know.  I was trying to find a 
boxing class to sign up to, and I was searching boxing classes for girls.  And there is none 
that came up.  It said all…’boys boxing’…’boys boxing’…I don’t know.  I know a couple of 
boxing places in Leith.  All of them are full of boys.  They accept girls, but all of them are 
full of boys.  I don’t know why.  I watched kick boxing in Leith, but all of them were boys.  
I felt uncomfortable and I was like, no… 
Lisa: They think girls are…well we get told a lot that girls aren’t as strong as boys. 
Rowan: They are but… (Speaker is interrupted.)  
Lisa: I’m slightly…we did a strength test and I’m stronger than half the boys in my class.  And 
you get told that girls aren’t as strong as boys, so they get put into sections of like, what 
sports they can do and stuff.  Like boys can’t do gymnastics and girls can.  And boys can 
do boxing and girls can’t. 
Rowan:  Boys doing gymnastics is not socially okay. 
Interviewer:  Who makes these decisions? 
Sharon:  Like the SADDEST people! (Group laughter.)  ‘cause I’ve had to grow up with people 
saying girls aren’t stronger than boys.  Boys are stronger than girls through primary 
school and boys just stand next to girls and just feel that…  (Speaker interrupted) 
Rowan: Girls will never say to someone, ‘Oh girls are stronger…even if I was stronger than a boy I 
would never say to them, ‘I’m stronger than you.  You can’t do this sport!’  But boys 
would. 
Interviewer:  Why would you not say that? 
Rowan: Because I know that that would not make them feel very good.  They don’t really care 
how people feel.  They just say what they think. 
Sharon:  They don’t know.  It’s not that they don’t care. 
Lisa:  Because I’m sort of like that.  I don’t know what would make someone sad if I said it to 
them. 
Rowan: Like if someone said something about how someone was fat you’d know not to say that 
to who they were taking about.  But boys would say to you if you’re fat or not. 
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Sharon:  Yea, but they’d just think that everything is a joke, so they don’t actually think you are 
going to get offended. 
Lisa: I think it depends on how you react.  If you react like, ‘Why did you say that?’  He could 
be a bit like, ‘Awww…sorry.’ 
Sharon:  I think they do know.  But they just don’t think about it. 
Focus group 12/3/2015 
The girls in this group struggle to describe and combat the traditional gender binaries of 
strength/weakness that indicate who has access to physical activity through masculine 
discourses of competitive bodies.  They have received many more messages about female 
fragility than Sheena, and fight to dispute them through the realities of their own lived 
experiences. The presentation of these narratives, often in the form of a joke, police and negate 
the girls’ ability to counter this social knowledge casting them into positionings of ‘unreasonable, 
emotional females’ because they can’t take a joke. Also of interest is the girls’ claim of empathy 
as a feminine trait while attempting to normalizing the less than empathic reactions of the boys. 
Despite their recognition of the falseness of these repetitive narratives, the girls’ movement 
away from sports indicates some level of internalization of the discourse.  Whiteson and 
MacIntosh (1989) asserts that boys are taught to use their bodies in forceful, powerful ways 
using language, homophobia or other practices that effectively organize identities around 
traditional ideas of masculinity and femininity.  Activities such as boxing or other highly physical 
sports can become more aggressive when males attempt to police the boundaries of masculinity 
against the perceived intrusion of the opposite gender.  Sharon attempts to find a physical 
activity she can enjoy, but is discouraged by the highly gendered boundaries.  She is unable to 
find a sporting activity where she could feel comfortable, legitimate and safe.  Because Sheena is 
very active in the school PE department, I asked her why there aren’t more school sports clubs 
for girls. 
We have got quite a lot of school clubs that I used to do. I did five in S2.  So one every 
day.  But they… sometimes they aren’t well managed, or you get so many kids, and the 
coaches don’t do anything proper, because there’s too many of them and the coaches 
can’t do anything with them.  Especially the gymnastics club.  That just sort of fell apart.  
Because too many wanted to do it, because it’s a great sport that everyone wants to 
learn.  But then we couldn’t do anything, because it wasn’t safe or the teachers just sort 
of saw it as a challenge.  And we didn’t know what to do, and no one was listening.  So 
the kids were just running around lying on the blocks and swinging from the bars and 
things.  A lot of clubs have fallen apart a bit.  It was done by a PE teacher who was sort of 
supervising and some S6 students who were meant to be coaching it.  And it just didn’t 
really work, so…Like sport is seen as an extracurricular, but then it’s also seen as a very 
far away extracurricular, because we have some like some professional dancers, some 
professional gymnasts.  We’ve got amazing sport people here, and you always look at 
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them and say like, ‘Wow! You’re really good!  I could never be like you!’ and it’s done 
outside of the school.  So once you get to really good outside of the school then it’s like, 
it’s too far.  I can’t catch up with you!  
Interview 1/18/2016 
A common discourse the girls express is an inability to reach a socially sanctioned skill level to 
compete in PE. Their sense of efficacy, particularly in relation to the boys’ more valued 
masculine performances, impact their desire to participate as they are shamed as failures.  
According to Ennis (1999) ‘It is not sport itself that makes the experience negative and 
repressive, but the ridicule, exclusion, and lack of feeling of contribution that often accompany 
these experiences’ (p 46).  When we reward boys for athletic elitism by offering them better 
forms of participation and more power in their school and social communities, we reinforce 
hegemonic masculinities while potentially disempowering girls by not allowing them the same 
access to competency and power (McConnell-Ginet, 1995).  I suggest the girls’ lack of interest in 
sports may not be a direct relationship to the games themselves, but to the fact that the cards 
are stacked against them.  A large part of the joy of sports is skill mastery and the potential to 
succeed and win.  The girls’ experience of ongoing loss through failure may be discouraging 
them from participating in the active lifestyles so important to their long-term health and well-
being. 
The Scottish Government has expressed concerns regarding the high levels of physical inactivity 
for teenage girls as compared to teenage boys, citing the long-term health effects of an inactive 
lifestyle.  According to a report funded by the Scottish Government entitled ‘Let’s Make Scotland 
More Active:  A strategy for physical activity’ (2003) 
From the age of four, girls are less active than boys.  This gap between the sexes is 
greatest during adolescence.  By the age of 16, two in three girls and one in three boys 
do not reach the recommended minimum levels of physical activity.  This accelerated 
decline in teenage years continues into adulthood and later life….Schools have a major 
influence on a child’s physical activity – no institution other than the family has more 
effect on a child.  Only schools can provide equal opportunities and a consistent, high-
quality, safe and developmentally appropriate learning environment at no, or very 
limited, cost to a family.  Given the pattern of health inequalities in Scotland this is an 
important consideration. 
According to ‘Changing the game for girls’ (Women’s Sport and Fitness Foundation, no date) by 
year 6 (England, age 10-11) 30% of girls and 73% of boys are ‘doing lots of physical activity’ 
indicating a drop in physical in activity for girls before the age of 10.  At the age of 14 only 12% of 
girls do enough physical activity to benefit their health with 74% expressing a desire to be more 
physically active.  The NHS information Centre: Health Survey of England (2003) suggests boys 
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are twice as active as girls at the age of 14 and 15. The decreased physical activity levels for 
teenage girls appear to correlate to the limited subjectivities and diminished value they 
experience in the PE curriculum.  Many girls develop a tenuous relationship to athletics that can 
impact their long-term health as they struggle to feel comfortable occupying sporting space and 
envisioning their own bodies as capable, strong and physically skilled, based on the highly 
gendered and patriarchal ideology that informs the PE curriculum (Vertinsky, 1992).  
Gilligan (2000) argues that the more sports a young person experiences in childhood the more 
likely they are to continue with sports into adulthood. Sheena is an example of this assertion as 
she has experience a healthy relationship to physical activity at a young age and appears 
interested to continue her relationship to sports in her future.  Sharon who choses sleep rather 
than attend the all-male boxing class is an example of someone who has not had the same 
opportunities to develop a healthy relationship to sports.  She tried to find physical activities 
that would allow subjectivities that she could comfortably tolerate in the sporting environment, 
but found only positionings of female fragility and failure.  Sharon resisted these positionings by 
removing herself from the exposure of such highly genderized environments.   
It can be argued that the limited gender positionings we offer girls in PE is an influencing factor 
in their relationship to a healthy active lifestyle.  If we ever hope to improve the statistics of the 
activity levels of teenage girls we will have to seriously restructure the cultural ideologies behind 
the curriculum of Physical Education to make it more gender relevant.  By using forms of 
distributive justice (Rawles, 1971) to provide more successful positions through opportunities 
and awards based on effort rather than physical ability and skill we may destabilize the 
relationship of gender and power in PE (Vertinsky, 1992).  A healthy active life should not be a 
patriarchal entitlement denied to those who do not or cannot display performances of 
masculine aggression on the sporting pitch.   
I suggest that what is lacking from the discourses regulating these athletic spaces are normalized 
positions of strength and power for girls.  What is considered normal should include girls’ full 
participation and investment in PE spaces.  It should be seen as normal for them to move and 
contort their bodies, to strain, to sweat, and to enjoy competition without the fear of 
judgemental surveillance or social sacrifice.  Female bodies should be seen as normal and 
legitimate participants in athletic spaces and anything less than that should be remarkably 
abnormal.  As the current gender hierarchy on the SJB sporting pitch constructs those in female 
bodies as less powerful and inadequate, girls learn to associate PE with failure.  Hence, athletic 
spaces and activities are avoided as experiences of learned spacialized failures.  As girls like 
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Sheena challenge the limitations of their current ‘normal’ they must be met with pedagogic 
support.  Teaching girls to enjoy healthy active lives begins with allowing them healthy new 
spaces on the sporting pitch. 
 
PE observation: gymnastics 
I began the day after Sheena’s interview slightly warmer and slightly more hopeful in the S1 
gymnastics class.  The average student age was 10-11 years old, and this was their required PE 
class, so gender was evenly mixed.  I entered the room from another direction and was waiting 
inside for the teacher to unlock the door for the students.  They waited outside, impatiently with 
lots of chatter and periodic squeals of laughter, smattered with heavy bangs against the door 
that made me wonder if these kids had found a battering ram somewhere in the PE equipment 
room.  I think they were anxious to get into the gymnastics area, and I couldn’t blame them for 
their enthusiasm.  There was some super cool gymnastic equipment in here.  I kind of wanted to 
play on it myself.  Once Mr Night opened the door, a group of girls flew in like tiny little 
superheroes, meticulously clad in matching leotards and tights, their fashionable display 
showcasing their female positioning of competence in this sport which requires aesthetic 
performance. Looking like little Princess Zeldas sans the tiara, with hair displayed in dexterous 
braids and up-do buns that seemed to defy the laws of physics, they jumped and flipped their 
way across the room.  There was no doubt that they saw this space as theirs, and they ruled it 
like princess warriors.  I was so happy to watch their activity which was filled with joy and almost 
a total abandonment of inhibition as well as gravity.  I secretly hoped that their elation would 
result in their breaking into song and choreographed dancing like in the movie, ‘High School 
Musical.’  After all, they were already wearing the costumes.  The boys filed in after the girls’ 
grand entrance, with much less enthusiasm, and stood around the edges of the room.  They 
clearly had not been exposed to the gymnastic training that these girls had, and seemed slightly 
awkward and annoyed at having to give up a primary positioning in their PE curriculum.  I 
suspect they would have declined to participate in the class if the equipment hadn’t been so 
enticing. The PE teacher asked three of the best performing girls if they would help him by 
showing the other students how to do some of the jumps.  He secretly shared with me that he 
was unable to do the jumps himself, so he relied on the talent of these girls.  I thought it was a 
great idea since it gave them the opportunity to exhibit their skills and experience a sense of 
social competency.  Although I thought perhaps he should have asked for volunteers rather than 
choosing the three he thought were the best as it set up a socially sanctioned power structure 
that indicated value.  The three girls were more than happy to help, and seemed thrilled with the 
opportunity to perform.  I was happy for them too, and glad to see their level of confidence, 
hoping they wouldn’t lose it as they got older.  It occurred to me that gymnastics was probably 
one of the few sports clubs that was easy for girls to access positionings of competency.  I noticed 
a bulletin board on the wall and looked at the photos pinned to it.  There were about fifty 
pictures of girls doing amazing gymnastic feats.  Unfortunately there was not one boy.  Not 
one…even the adults were women.  I found this strange as there are so many talented male 
gymnasts featured in the Olympics.  Why was gymnastics so highly gendered here?  I noticed 
something going on between a few girls on the other side of the room.  One of the girls looked a 
bit tearful and told the teacher she was feeling ill and needed to go to the toilet.  I suggested to 
Mr Night that I expected more than an upset tummy as classes like this one are some of the few 
opportunities girls have to show their competency and power.  Therefore, these platforms can 
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become highly energized and competitive for girls, motivating attempts to control and limit each 
other’s power.  Because competency and power is such a limited commodity in the experience of 
girls, it is often viewed like a delicious pie with only so many available slices.  If you cut yourself 
too large a slice of power pie other people won’t get to enjoy any, and you will be seen as a 
selfish power pie villain girl and be made to forfeit the tiara.  Mr Night informed me later that 
day that upon further investigation of the incident, my assessment of the power problem had 
been correct.  The girls were fighting over concepts of ‘showing off’ and being in control.  I was 
sorry to hear it, but I was not surprised.  Where power is severely limited, relational limitations 
will remain severe.   
I mentioned the S1 gymnastics class to Sheena and told her how much I enjoyed watching them 
crushing it!  Her response was: 
That’s because they do it out of school. So when they come in, it’s not really to help their 
friends.  It’s just to show off. 
Interview 1/18/2016  
Sheena highlights their confidence as a result of learned competence outside of the normal 
school environment while policing their power by evoking discourses of femininity in the form of 
moderation, passivity, and modesty.  Despite Sheena’s less gendered early PE experiences, it 
appears she too has internalized the patriarchal discourses that limit girls’ access to positions of 
competency.  Sometimes there’s just not enough pie.  This gymnastics area was the only PE 
space that did not appear to be awarded to the boys.  Those girls entered that room with a big, 
fat, ‘MINE!’ bubble over their heads. They inhabited that space like ninjas and appeared to have 
little issue with being seen as skilled, a concern often expressed by the older girls. Possibly 
influenced by their younger age, they did not yet appear to be responding to the full degree of 
discourses of femininity that constantly police and limit girls’ power, but they were becoming 
exposed to them and learning to police them.   
According to Vertinsky (1992), girls’ sporting performances, such as gymnastics are policed by a 
focus on their looks while their bodies are also constrained by space.  Boys are not expected to 
show concern for their physical appearance, but rather are given proper instruction and 
encouragement without limitations in space or boundaries.  The public celebration of skills and 
competency is a masculine behaviour and a male entitlement.  It is how dominance and power 
are established in the patriarchal hierarchy (Connell, 1998).  It is not available in the same way to 
females as they are not entitled to the same discourses of power.  Girls who publicly attempt to 
celebrate their skills are labelled as ‘show offs’ or even imposters, teaching girls to limit their 
expectations while policing others. There are heavy negative social sanctions around female 
confidence which can result in painful consequences for girls.  Why can’t girls celebrate their 
greatness? I asked this question of Sheena and she had a solid answer:  
144 
 
Well…if we do…but we can’t!...because if we do, then we are disencouraging the people 
who aren’t good at our sport to want to join in because they will be like…’oh she is really 
good!  So you can’t play with her!’  So it you do go around showing off: one-its rude, 
two-you are disencouraging people from coming and joining in.  And people see you as 
so good that you are not going to be able to teach them, or you’ll just get impatient with 
how bad they are.  So at the end of the lesson, say you did a good job, but you don’t 
ever…it’s just like an unwritten rule.  You don’t ever show off your own 
accomplishments if you’re in the sport like…hall. Boys can show off more, because 
they’re less emotional about it.  So their friends will be like, ‘Yea, yea, yea…okay show 
off!’  
Interview 1/18/2016 
Sheena describes one of the biggest ‘unwritten’ rules of femininity which is the discourse of 
feminine modesty: the expectation that good girls do not show off.  Sheena exposes the complex 
relationship between gender and power by illuminating how they collide as girls are controlled 
by the limiting boundaries of available gender discourses to strength and success.  I considered 
the myriad social rules and gender expectations that keep girls from excelling and celebrating 
success.  It appears that these girls, with significantly more limited resources and opportunity, 
cannot proudly display their athletic skills, but must show deference, and passivity in order to 
encourage others.  While at the same time they are being expected to police each other to 
support the constructs of hegemonic masculinity.  Sheena speaks further about how she is 
allowed to deploy her skills, agency and power: 
Sometimes if you are doing the sport that you do outside of the school in a competition 
and you go in for a PE lesson you don’t become another student, you become another 
coach almost. So that makes you sort of higher up and then you’ll be the beginning of 
the clique almost and then it’s good fun sometimes to be the coach, but then sometimes 
you want to be able to play!  And we’ve…another boy in my class who plays tennis…a 
couple of times we’ve been told off just by going around and playing games by 
ourselves, and not letting people join in with us, because we just want to get a rally 
going.  So I don’t think it has anything to do with gender really.  It’s just if you’re good at 
your sport, and you go into PE, you can’t join in with the other people, because you are 
too good to play with them. 
Interview 1/18/2016  
Sheena seems unaware of the double standards in gendered discourses that are occurring in PE 
as they are construed in school spaces as natural and normal.  I draw out on a piece of paper a 
picture of a graph that is forming in my mind.  Highlighted in the graph are two teams with very 
different opportunities for early training resulting in very different levels competency.  The first 
team has a high percentage of boys who have had the advantage of early training in team sports.  
Because of this advantage, these boys were able to successfully develop skill competency by 
adolescence, therefore, creating a fairly strong and balanced team that can successfully 
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compete.  Whereas the second team of girls have minimal opportunities to learn team sports at 
an early age, so only a small percentage of this team develops skill competency.  This small 
percentage of players on the second team becomes very competent, therefore, causing a much 
larger gap between the many who can’t play well and the few who can.  This creates a very 
uneven skill level for a team, almost negating the term ‘team’ and making it virtually impossible 
for this team to every experience success in competition, naturally reinforcing gendered 
discourses of males being more physically capable in sports.  It also gives power and agency to 
only a few girls, but in the form of teaching and not competing.  Using their skills to teach will 
not necessarily improve their ability to compete and while making game a form of labour rather 
than a joy. Team 2 can never reach the skill level of team 1.  It’s not a fair fight. Team 1’s skills 
are more balanced, more advanced and allow for healthy competition between team members 
to continue to improve their skills, while positioning them as naturally successful. Team 2 is 
unable to function as a team because of their lack of training.  Then they are shamed as their 
lack of skills are naturalized and they are positioned as weak and ineffective participants.  This 
team metaphor bears an unsettling resemblance to naturalized gender inequalities, on the 
sporting pitch, in the classroom and potentially in Sheena’s future. Sheena continues:   
And that’s why they (boys) can play on a team against another team, like them, and the 
match will be evenly set out.  You’ll have some good shots.  Some less good shots, but 
overall the score will be pretty even or it will be seen as a good game.  Whereas if you 
have the girls playing all together at a sport, some girls can play really well….it sort of 
gets frustrating…or you can tell that the girls just can’t keep up.  Or the game isn’t going 
anywhere because you have to keep stopping and showing them how to do it.  And so 
it’s...yea…the gap should close down a bit.  And then when we do try to teach people a 
new sport within an hour we don’t get very far and games don’t really work out.  
Interview 1/18/2016 
These rules and limitations seem to be more transparent in PE because of the relationship 
between sports and masculine entitlement. I think about the message of disentitlement with the 
after-school gymnastics club shutting down.  This appeared to be one of the few channels for 
girls to excel at a sport.  Is that channel now blocked to them as well?  I ask about why girls don’t 
get access to more sports training in my interview with the Head PE teacher, Mr Night.  He 
explains to me that the PE classes are a matter of individual choice. Mr Night states that most 
classes have a mix of each gender, but the majority of girls chose to avoid team sports.  The class 
choices are as follows: 
1. Team Sports- (football/basketball/volleyball) 
2. Individual Sports- (badminton/table tennis/athletics) 
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3. Aesthetic Sports-(gymnastic/dance/trampolining)  
The team games activities…like I said, the pupils get a choice of wherever they want to go.  
Like I said, the team game activities tend to be dominated by the boys.  The aesthetic 
activities tend to be dominated by the girls, but again, not always.  The mixed activities tend 
to have a mixed group.  The individual activities are mixed.  There is not a dominant agenda 
that tends to get picked up. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
Unfortunately, it seems the dominant agenda of this PE curriculum may result in the rewarding 
of corporeal displays of masculine aggression and athletic domination potentially reinforcing the 
value of male bodies over female bodies in some athletic spaces.  These implicit messages may 
evoke gender binaries, boundaries and performances in the PE classroom erecting gender 
hierarchies that potentially obscure the importance of active, healthy lifestyles.  Very few 
members of team 2 are going to attempt the Team Sports class that will be dominated by the 
members of team 1.  And I get stuck on the school’s use of the word ‘aesthetic’ sports, my mind 
ruminating on the concept.  Aesthetics is defined in the Cambridge University Press Dictionary 
(online) as ‘relating to the enjoyment or study of beauty.’  It seems a heavily gendered term, and 
I am not surprised that girls ‘dominate’ these classes.  It’s another one of those small messages 
Sheena describes, that direct girls to socially sanctioned choices, along with the pictures on the 
brochures.  The activities offered to girls in sporting spaces often discourage competition while 
emphasizing sociability and beauty as their bodies are sexualized, their space is restricted, their 
speed is reduced and their bodies are constrained (Young, 1980).   
The question of biology and its limitations seem to be a naturalized discourse that is used to 
regulate bodies in PE, evoking gender binaries that position males into team activities that 
require traditional masculine performances of aggression and domination and girls into 
aesthetic activities like gymnastics and dance that suggest a corporeal presence for female 
bodies that reflect the male gaze through grace and sexual stylization. (Boutilier and San 
Giovanni, 1983; Vertinsky, 1990).  These discourses that maximize gender differences and serve 
male privilege in sports are supported by the Scottish Football Association which limits the age 
which boys and girls can play football together to 15 while describing football as ‘a gender 
affected sport in which the physical strength, stamina and/or physique of an average person of 
one sex puts them at an advantage or a disadvantage to an average person of the other gender 
as competitors in a football match’ (Scottish Football Association, 2016). The Scottish Rugby 
Association enforces age grade law variations, stating that ‘the rules are different for male and 
female players where physical maturity rates, levels of experience and playing numbers vary.  
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The grades are selected to minimise disparities in physical maturity and experience, while 
allowing meaningful player development to take place’ (Scottish Rugby Association, 2016). 
PE is a powerful learning and organizing system for the structures of hegemonic masculinities as 
these outdated concepts of biological determinism permeate more than just the pedagogic 
ideology of the sports curriculum.  The privileging of boys potentially teaches and reinforces 
their expectation of male privilege in society (Vertinsky, 1994, 2004).  I ask Mr Night his thoughts 
about why he believes girls are avoiding team sports. 
I think a lot of the girls are concerned…again…this is from my experience…is maybe the 
boys not passing them the ball.  So I think they want to play the team game, but they 
don’t want to play with them, because they don’t particularly enjoy playing with them.  
The girls that we have, the Higher girls, and these are girls who have done really well at 
sport, excel and do really brilliantly.  However they still feel the same.  They still feel like 
they are being judged by the boys.  And these are the girls who have done incredibly 
well in sport for a long while, years!  And they are still feeling that…because we just had 
a split where we had basketball and dance in higher….and there are some girls who have 
chosen basketball.  And already in the first lesson we’ve got a few girls who 
emmmm…like Jack said to me…aren’t really engaging in the game.  This was the first 
lesson, and right from the start the girls were already saying that the boys are not 
passing the ball.  ‘Well we’ve only just started!  You’ve got to give them a bit of a chance 
here!’  It was like they came in with that barrier already.  It was kind of like a learned 
helplessness, because of a previous poor experience in that activity, ‘Well he’s not 
passing the ball.’  The barrier is already up when they’ve gone into that activity, and it’s 
difficult to break that barrier down. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
One could argue that neoliberal discourses were informing Mr Night’s understanding of girls’ 
responsibility in ‘not engaging in the game’ and their ‘learned helplessness’ that was regularly 
imposed upon them, causing them to gravitate away from sports. These girls have learned that 
there is little power or agency available to them on the sports field based on the implicit 
structures of patriarchal ideology that is built into the PE curriculum.  These neoliberal 
discourses which seemed to blame the girls for their lack of enthusiasm and commitment to a 
venue they have clearly been denied, while silencing their voices and invalidating their 
experiences, places them in the powerless and ineffective positioning they are then held 
responsible for. The naturalized neoliberal discourses in which individuals are self-regulating and 
fully responsible for their own behaviour and choices, negate the intricate complexity of how 
relational practices impact, shape and police subjectivity, blaming the girls for a system that 
naturalizes them as failures.  Unable to recognize how girls’ subjectivities are constructed or how 
culture is impacted and internalized by these discourses, we attribute their failure instead to a 
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lack of effort, stripping them of agency and making then even more powerless (Gill, 2008).  I 
asked Mr Night what they were able to do as teachers to help support engagement in sport. 
It’s a difficult thing to help them with, because they are already going into the activity 
with a predetermined idea, because it’s from previous experience that they have gotten 
that these boys aren’t passing to them.  That might not be…rather than going in and 
saying, ‘Okay, let’s see what these boys are like and if they are any different from the 
previous boys before.’  They’ve already got that predetermined mind and that’s a 
difficult one to help them with, to try to break down those barriers well let’s give these 
boys a chance.  They might be different than the ones previously.  These boys might be 
passing to you, but we need to put in the effort as well.  Make sure we are calling for a 
pass and moving into spaces.  It’s a really, really difficult one, but these are girls who are 
excelling at sport that do really, really well, so the barrier for someone who doesn’t 
particularly like sport are huge…absolutely huge! 
Interview 1/18/2016 
It is clear that girls are navigating huge barriers in PE, but the impediments to success seem so 
much greater than getting the boys to pass them the ball.  The impediments seem to be getting 
society to pass them the power; the entitlement of strength, skill and success; something they 
cannot do on their own.  It is the highly feminized subjectivities of frailty and failure that impact 
these girls as the positionings are untrue and incongruent with their personal experience of 
themselves.  The only position with agency they are offered is of the nurturing and supportive 
teacher/mentor, a position that does not seem to be an expectation for boys.  While the gifted 
girl athletes are relegated to helping and supporting other students improve their skills, 
athletically able boys’ entitlement to hegemonic power allows them to decide who will be on the 
teams and who they will and won’t interact with; a privilege they learn to expect throughout 
their lives.  Athletically able boys are privileged to decide if and when they want to pass to 
‘others’ and ‘others’ must meet a standard to gain that reward. I doubt this privilege is often 
allowed to Sheena.  I carefully broach this fragile subject further by discussing the number of 
girls I’ve spoken to who express a lack of opportunities for girls in sports, particularly when they 
are younger and ready to learn.  Mr Night recognizes and validates their experience: 
It’s interesting because for some schools, and I’m looking at football in particular, there 
isn’t a structure in Edinburgh in order for girls to play.  Which is important to highlight.  
It’s something that I’ve brought up at Edinburgh Secondary Schools Football Association, 
and they are keen to do it.  But it’s all relying on volunteers, and nobody’s really taken 
by the scruff of the neck to get…The boys have a league, and they play weekly fixtures.  
Girls don’t have a league.  And then football is very much an emerging sport with girls.  I 
mean 20 years ago there was not a lot of people playing. Not a lot of girls played sport, 
playing football, sorry.  Look at it now.  It’s huge!  Women and girls playing football is 
absolutely massive now.  Yet we still don’t have a structure here.  Which is a little bit 
disappointing.  Difficult to have a go at the guys who are organizing it.  I definitely won’t 
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have a go at the guys who are on it.  We need someone who is really keen, because they 
are doing so much right now, they don’t have the capacity to do more.  They need 
someone to come on the committee who would take that by the scruff of the neck and 
say, ‘Right. Let’s get the girls going here!’  We’ve got the participation.  We’ve got the 
numbers.  We need to run with it!  So I think…certain…that might be why the girls are 
saying they don’t have weekly fixtures and things like that. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
No one has the time or the inclination to start a girls’ football team.  The lack of interest to 
establish a girls’ team seems to support SJB’s status quo knowledge that athletic fields are 
spaces that belong to boys; a message Sheena read through the photos in the PE booklet.  I 
return to the neoliberal discourse of individual initiative in my interview with Sheena.  I ask her 
what she does to get boys to pass her the ball during team competitions.  She reports she saw a 
positive change when her Higher PE class was taught sportsmanship and teamwork…and were 
graded for it. 
That was a big issue in S2.  Especially when you weren’t competing for a grade.  So you 
can tell the boys as much as you want, ‘You need to pass to the girls.  You need to 
include them.’ They’ll just sort of brush it off.  But definitely coming to National 5 
football, when they said…when they were telling us to help our weakest members and 
give support, everyone was doing it, almost for themselves.  So they could get a better 
grade or have a better training diary.  But that definitely helped the team actually.  So 
once people got away from the idea that it was for themselves and for their grade we 
enjoyed it a lot more. And the games were less…less people doing skills and metrics and 
more people like a team.  And then the girls definitely did come forward and try harder, 
because they were given more responsibility with the ball.  And then when they had 
more responsibly with the ball they managed to do it.  When they got the praise, and 
the feedback, and they were able to understand it, that’s when as a team and as a class, 
we came together. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
Suddenly I was feeling more hopeful again despite the fact that the very word ‘sportsmanship’ 
suggests male participation while potentially obscuring female participation.  Yet this lesson 
appeared to include important tenets of the significance of equality in team sports.  Analysing 
this process more closely it appears there was a first order change where the boys were inclusive 
and participated in team building when they received the personal reward of a good grade, but a 
second order change occurred when they saw it really helped them have a better team and 
improved their experience of the sport.  They actually changed their behaviour and recognized 
the benefits of egalitarian teamwork.  Learning that equality benefits us all is a significant lesson 
to learn, and PE is an excellent venue for this lesson.  Despite the obvious dividend pay-out in 
power by performing hegemonic masculinities, sometimes there is a bigger payoff to consider, in 
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the form of a successful team and a healthy community.  And Sheena confirms this idea by 
stating: 
Yea.  So we had to go through…sort of…different methods of trying to get us to do this.  
So the first thing we did was ‘positive reinforcement.’  So it was a lot kinder on the pitch 
and for the first 20 minutes it was sort of like…fake, kind of, because they were all 
shouting, ‘You are doing GREAT!  Keep it up!’ (Sheena uses a fake and sarcastic voice 
tone.) And then as we got, sort of, throughout the game, they started being more real 
positive reinforcement.  And everyone was, kind of like, ‘Okay…we can do this.’  So 
our…my training diary has changed quite a lot.  From feeling not very confident in 
football to getting the boys to help me a lot more.  And we had to sometimes…at the 
beginning we had to hit the boys and say, ‘Tell me what they mean!  What is he saying?  
Where am I meant to go?  What are you doing?!!’ and then eventually they slowly 
started saying, ‘Go over there!  You are meant to be doing that.  Good job! You can do 
this!’ and then it got a lot easier and they sort of stopped having to make a big effort in 
it.  It was coming naturally.  How they did it to their friends, they were doing with us and 
telling us what to do. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
But my big question now hinges on why boys are still entitled to so much power in PE even in 
this progressive school.  They seem to have more power than the teachers.  The discourse I hear 
is that sport is a contest rewarded to the most able players, who are most often males, and will 
likely always be males so long as girls are denied the same opportunities. This is how naturalized 
masculinities double back and reinforce themselves.  Sheena expresses this experience in her 
interview: 
Well another big aspect of playing sports with boys especially is acceptance.  So you 
have to be accepted onto their teams and whether that’s you trying hard or if you’re 
good.  You just have to be accepted, and it’s pretty hard to be.  You have to be friends 
with them.  You have to not be shy.  Ummm…ability is another thing.  Whether you can 
actually play and whether you are going to try and pass to them. If you pass to them 
they will most likely pass to you.  And so it’s…acceptance is one of the sort of clique 
things that you can’t just change.  It’s in every school.  It’s in all clubs.  It’s something 
that adults don’t have the power to change, however many team building activities you 
do. They’ll always be nice to each other and they’ll say, ‘How was your day?’ but they 
won’t be accepted and then they can’t be a part of it.  So that’s something that has to 
happen with the kids and only the kids are doing it. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
I ask Sheena if she understands how people are assigned this power. 
…the most able, or whoever is friends with them the most, will be the deciding sort of 
group, almost.  That’s just how it works.  So there have been times when cliques have 
been mean to people almost, saying, ‘You can’t be…we’ll play with you, but you’re not…’  
It’s never like a set thing that you’re not one of us.  It’s just, you know, it’s there, and 
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you have to accept it.  So there’s been cases where I haven’t been accepted into cliques, 
but there’s also been cases where I haven’t accepted people into cliques. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
I ask Sheena to expand her rules for inclusion, attempting to view how power moves through 
these social systems to inform gender.  
If they are not there to play.  If they are not there to actually play, and they just want to 
have a chat.  So I’ll be friends with them off the pitch and even some of my friends who 
are girls, who I am really good friends with, and they come onto the pitch, and I just 
know that they are not really wanting to play.  I’ll just be, ‘We’ll play a game with you, 
but you’re not here to play and we actually want to play.’  So… 
Interview 1/18/2016 
I ask Sheena if it’s commitment to the game that is required for admission to the clique. 
Yea. So a good way to get into a clique, if you go up and they are like, ‘Umm…nawww.  
No!’ And then if you play your first game and then you sort of…you almost have to 
like…it’s almost like an audition.  You have to just show that you are there to play.  And 
then the next game they will be like, ‘Okay, yea.  Come play with us.’ …so sometimes I 
do feel bad or guilty about maybe making someone feel a bit less like they can play, and 
I always try and make people feel welcome.  But it’s just how it works in the sports 
world.  If you’re not good enough you get cut from the team.  If you’re not committed or 
you’re not there to play you don’t join the team. And so sometimes there will be people 
who just give up and go sit out and it’s like, ‘Oh well…bye!’  If someone wants to play 
and they are willing to try and try properly then we usually will let then come and we’ll 
help them. And they probably will approve a lot more.  If they’ve got higher support. If 
they’ve got the people who are really good. If they’ve got the clique behind them and 
they are pushing them, then they will improve really well.  Either we’ll cover up their 
mistakes, we’ll be a part of their team, like one person’s mistake isn’t a mistake.  It’s the 
whole team’s mistake. And so their errors become the team’s errors and if they are 
trying and doing well it’s like a great feeling of support.  So when it comes to the cliques 
its nongendered. If you are in the clique then you’re a girl or a boy…it doesn’t matter.  
You’re there to play it’s about competency. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
It’s about competency…and competency is secretly gendered.  It’s about how we define and give 
access to the identity of competency.  Competency will certainly be available to those whom we 
have time to organize clubs for, and give funding to, and allow pitch access to, but probably 
won’t be available to those whom we don’t.  It’s early training for boys to internalize discourses 
of success and girls to internalize discourses of failure.  I ask Sheena if she could magically 
change anything about PE to make it better for girls, what would it be? 
First of all, that rule about girls not being able to play with boys contact rugby.  I can see 
the safety in it, but get us to sign some papers, and let us play! (Sheena laughs.)  And 
then if I could change the mind-set, especially in younger groups of why girls can’t play 
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with the boys, that would be something!  Ummm…so why can’t the girls and boys play 
the sport together at a younger age…at an older age…at an in between age…until they 
go to university?  I wish that it was seen as more equal…sport was a more equal thing. 
Interview 1/18/2016  
Sheena succinctly verbalized the need for a more equitable sporting experience for all 
participants.  The PE curriculum is an important place to begin to change the flow of institutional 
social knowledge to value a more democratizing version of physical activity and healthy lifestyle 
choices rather than reinforce a gender hierarchy.   I express this sentiment to Mr Night who 
agrees with and is committed to the goal, even though the concept is often in opposition to the 
natural ‘way things are’ on the pitch. 
Yea!  Exactly!  Inclusion. Exactly.  By doing that…we were talking about earlier on…about 
you know the kids in the class…that maybe have the ability, that maybe aren’t passing 
the ball.  That’s the kind of conversation I would have with them about inclusion.  It’s 
important that we include everybody.  In terms of team work, this is the kind of skill you 
want to learn for maybe a future job when you have to work as part of a team and 
maybe sometimes as part of a team you have people who are really strong and people 
who need a little bit of help. ‘What are you going to do to help them to hold that team 
together?’ That’s the kind of conversation you would have. So yea.  It’s really, really 
interesting.   
Interview 1/18/2016 
The concept of inclusion suggests a power hierarchy where certain students are privileged to 
include or exclude others.  This highly gendered hierarchy has become so normalize that Mr 
Night, a conscientious teacher in a progressive secondary school committed to equality and 
inclusion, is unable to recognize it.  PE is just such a highly polarized environment, and the 
polarities are based on gender binaries.  As girls are regularly denied discourses of competency 
and success their participation in physical activities declines; potentially influencing their health 
and well-being through higher levels of inactivity (Vertinsky, 1992). I address the Scottish 
government’s concerns about the inactivity levels of teenage girls with Sheena.  Like a boss, she 
sums up the problem in two brief sentences:  
I think it all just starts at a younger age.  If you get girls playing sport at a younger age 
they will be better at an older age, and they’ll play more. 
Interview 1/18/2016 
And playing more is the goal.  As long as boundaries and limitations are placed around the 
bodies of girls and the spaces in which they perform, while boys are mentored and directed 
toward successful performances, differential behavioural patterns that support inequality will 
emerge and regulate (Lafrance, 1991; Shilling, 1991; Vertinsky 1992).  But if these students learn 
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to enjoy participating in sports at an early age, they may maintain these positive habits 
throughout their lives.  How traditional concepts of masculinity and femininity are naturalized, 
rewarded and reproduced in the spaces of Physical Education in this school environment 
(Skelton, 1998, 2000; Gorely et al., 2003), can be viewed as a potential micro depiction of how 
the naturalization of gender roles subverts equality in our society. Viewing the inequalities of 
these girls’ lived experiences may contribute to our understanding of how we move towards a 
more democratizing model of gender (Gorely et al., 2003).  Further analysis of how the 
ideologies and content of the PE curriculum impact particular groups in different ways could 
create a more equitable playing field that rewards healthy, active lifestyles for all students.  Such 
efforts could create the potential for positive change in girls’ relationships to physical fitness as 
well as improvements in gender equality on the sporting pitch.  
 
Conclusion 
This chapter evidences again how gender and power are co-created as femininities are forged 
against masculinities and discourses of masculine strength and power are pitting against 
feminine weakness and frailty.  There are numerous identifiable gender discourses traveling in 
the school’s athletic spaces.  Of significance is the limited positions of physical strength and skill 
for girls, the suggestion that good girls don’t show off, and the message that athletic 
competency is a club for boys.  Mapping the girls’ performances, traditional femininities emerge 
with the ‘Boxing girl.’  Picking up discourses of female frailty in the sporting environment, she is 
unable to find a positioning that fits with her lived experience of herself as strong and 
competent. While the ‘Ninja gymnasts’ defy gravity, they are unable to defy the power 
limitations of the local discourses of femininity in athletic spaces that limit them as aesthetic 
objects. Despite their strong athletic performance girls are still constructed for consumption 
through the male gaze.  Picking up discourses of females as aesthetic objects influences the girls 
to stylize their movements into physical, feminine performances.   Accommodating these 
positionings supports their social inclusion. Based on the social capital of heterosexual 
desirability, the girls make meaning about how to ‘do girl’ in PE by shaping their athletic 
performance around the social capital of physical attractiveness.  Discourses of feminine 
desirability teach girls to relate to their bodies as attractive commodities, rather than strong and 
healthy.  Viewed as interlopers to athletic spaces, the girls are allowed to occupy the non-
masculine athletic spaces of gymnastics, a space often perceived by the boys as contaminated 
with femininities.   
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Moving away from traditional femininities, Sheena displays non-traditional acts by challenging 
her gendered banishment from athletic spaces.  She finds motivation and support to resist the 
discourses of feminine frailty through her early experiences of a successful, skilled and strong 
body.   With an understanding of herself as an adaptable TCK, and her strong belief in her own 
right to equality, Sheena is able to challenge the local school knowledge that suggest she is not a 
successful contender in these athletic spaces.  She is willing to risk her standing as a ‘nice, quiet 
girl’ by ignoring the policing messages while negating the narrative.  Sheena’s construction of 
herself outside traditional femininities can be viewed as an agentic attempt at resistance.  She is 
able to disrupt local narratives of female fragility, reconstituting herself as strong and capable 
and negotiating a place for herself on SJB’s sporting pitch.  
All students, regardless of their gender, deserve to develop healthy strong bodies.  How students 
learn to establish their relationship to physical activity is heavily influenced by their PE 
experiences.  In considering how categories of inclusion for successful participation are 
constructed based on performances of masculinity, it is possible to view some of the nuances of 
how power is assigned, dispersed and transmitted on the sporting pitch at SJB.  Even in this 
progressive secondary school, ideologies of competitiveness, competency and success are often 
informed by gender and power evidencing the importance of educators to critically interrogate 
what they naturalize and normalize in school spaces.  In deconstructing the historic narratives 
and social expectations that scaffold the pedagogy of our PE curriculum it may be possible to 
more effectively challenge the unseen inequalities of our social constructions in educational 
spaces. 








The Science Lab 
 
This chapter explores how the science classroom has historically been seen as a masculinized 
space, replete with social value and privilege to which girls struggle to gain access. Considering 
how traditional narratives inform our ideas of the science lab, dividing it by gender, I examine 
the influence of these discursive messages on power and gender as they combine to construct 
the local hierarchy of SJB.  As historic, unconscious stereotypes conflate masculinity with 
science, the girls make meanings about who is entitled to success in the school’s scientific 
spaces.  The same discourses of rationality and brilliance that transport boys to the front of the 
class seem to drive girls to the back of the room through dualist discourses of rational and 
emotionality.  As the social narrative of female inferiority unfolds in the girls’ stories, I explore 
their agentic attempts to challenge, disrupt and deconstruct such narratives.  Despite their top 
grades and strong academic performances such narratives often bar the girls from positions of 
academic acumen.  The repetitiveness of these discourses appears to oppress the girls’ interest 
in science as they come to view the science lab as a place where they are seen as lacking natural 
skills.  Finding this inadequate narrative in conflict with their experience of top grades, the girls 
explain how they move away from the ‘lacking’ narrative they are often relegated to in subjects 
like science.  In what resembles a migratory pattern, the girls of SJB describe moving to classes 
such as English, Modern Studies and Drama where they are allowed access to discourses of 
competency.  With the goal of finding environments where they can be seen as competent and 
successful, the number of girls at SJB involved in science and maths appears to decrease, 
supporting the narrative of STEM subjects as natural spaces for boys’.  To address the resulting 
decrease of girls’ participation, educational workshops designed to re-engage girls evoke the 
very stereotypes of traditional femininities that originally barred them from success in the 
science lab.  Such ‘feminizing’ of science only serves to reinforce gender binaries and 
corresponding messages that science is the primary domain of boys, but girls can find a place in 
the science lab…as long as it is painted pink. 
 
Physics boys 
‘Physics boys’ was a term I heard used regularly in focus groups and interviews at SJB.  Its 
ongoing emergence drew my interest as a local term used to describe a masculine positioning in 
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the school hierarchy.  Mary explains to me how this term is defined by the local knowledge 
systems of the school: 
A typical Physics boy is quite like, boisterous, they are all like…kind of like…it’s not like a 
clique, but like, they are all having banter and not doing much work, but still getting 
really good exam results.  And even if they don’t do well on the exams they can put it 
down to fact that they didn’t do any revision, and that’s why.  Like, Physics and Maths 
especially.  It kind of peters out like, in Physics and Math especially.  If you are a girl you 
have to be naturally good at it to be taken seriously.  But if you are a boy you can be 
naturally good at it or naturally bad at it, but if you are naturally bad at it you just have 
to work a bit harder.  Whereas if you are a girl it’s like, ‘why did you take that subject if 
you are not naturally good at it?’  Whereas it’s fine for a boy to take that subject, and 
not be good at it.  Something that I’ve noticed in things like the Physics classroom and 
now that I’m doing Advanced Higher Maths, there’s always like a table of girls and all 
around the boys. It’s kind of like at the start of the year…it’s kind of like, you are a bit of 
an outsider to that group of boys and you kind of like…need to win them over...prove 
that you are one of the boys.  And once you’ve proved yourself, then you can sort of 
engage in the class and engage with them.  But it’s different because I have friendships 
with boys outside the Physics and Maths classrooms, and a different relationship, 
because I don’t feel like a need to prove myself, if you know what I mean.  I feel like 
inside the Maths classroom you must first prove yourself before you can be friends…not 
be friends, but you know what I mean.  You have to learn to be one of the boys to get 
their respect, if you know what I mean. 
Interview 1/17/2016 
As Mary describes the term ‘Physics boy’ the connection between science and gender becomes 
exposed.  Her use of the word ‘naturally’ to qualify good and bad academic abilities indicates the 
degree of normalization achieved in the conflation of masculinities and science.  Such 
naturalization establishes and reifies forms of privilege that precede boys into Science and 
Maths as schools unknowingly reproduce gender inequalities through this optical centring.  Mary 
describes the Physics lab as less of a space of learning and more as a space of entitlement to 
which ‘hard-working’ girls must prove themselves worthy of inclusion.  Describing girls as 
‘outsiders’ to these spaces who must ‘win boys over’ and ‘prove themselves’ Mary makes 
meaning about who is allowed authority to police these spaces and determine ‘inclusion’ and 
‘exclusion’.  Similar to athletic spaces, the entitlement of gatekeeping the membership and 
boundaries of these spaces appears to be highly gendered.   
A 6th form focus group expands on the gendered nature of their Science classroom: 
Sallie: I don’t know…I feel like I was okay to be there sometimes, then sometimes you would be 
talking and you would just realize that the whole class was boys.  Then another girl 
would be off, and I would realize, Oh God! I am the only girl in the class!  This is really 
weird.  And like, sometimes I think some of the boys thought I wasn’t as capable as them 
and I was like, well…but they were really up themselves!  (The group laughs.) 
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Brie:  But there is a weird thing in like Physics classes.  I don’t know if you guys have noticed 
this but… (Brie is interrupted by several people seeking to speak at once.) 
Mary: The guys that take Physics…and I don’t know if it’s because they are all together in the 
classroom or whether it’s just because they are confident in the subject, but they all 
seem to be really, really arrogant.  (Several people start to speak at once.) 
Brie: I don’t know if they’re like, uummm…I’m good friends with some of them, but they are 
like, in that environment they are like…Physics Boys!  (Several people speak at once 
saying the boys are really competitive.) 
Mary:  They are really competitive against each other. 
Fiona:  And they are really arrogant about it… (Fiona is interrupted as several people excitedly 
try to speak at once.) 
Ellie:   It’s like they’ve all got really good marks, don’t they? 
Mary: Not all of them!  Like for example in the prelim last year, I got a C and Joey also got a C, 
but the way that…and like…that was surprising because he was one of the Physics boys 
and really arrogant, and it was surprising to me. Like the way we were treated because 
of it, because I think that people really thought that I wouldn’t be able to get 
better…And people thought that he was just…all like…didn’t revise very properly and 
didn’t…ummmm..I don’t know…that he just was like, slacking off and that’s why he got a 
C.  Whereas I think people…the way that I wasn’t worthy whereas with him it was just 
funny like, ‘ah Joey got a C!’ like they do.  Do you know what I mean? 
 
   Focus Group 11/13/15 
The group describes the spatial messages they receive based on the limited numbers of girls in 
their local Advanced Higher Science classrooms.  Just like the photos in Sheena’s athletic 
booklet, the girls make the meaning that these spaces are not for them based on their lack of 
representation in the science lab.  Positioned by discourses of academic inadequacy that are 
constructed around their sexed bodies in the Physics classroom, the girls find themselves 
marginalized and depowered in the local hierarchy.  Challenging the classroom narratives of 
female competency, Mary describes how her C is considered an indication of her ‘unworthiness’ 
to study physics while Joey’s C is an indicator of his nonchalance to his natural scientific abilities.  
As explained previously in Chapter Four through the work of Jackson (2002) his attempt to 
preserve self-worth and power by suggesting a lack of effort are an example of masculine 
privilege conflicting with educational priorities.  Jackson and Nyström (2014) suggest: 
‘Because of long-standing dominant discourses that associate natural intelligence with 
particular groups, notably white western males of high social status, effortless 
achievement discourses serve to perpetuate pernicious and widely refuted beliefs that 




(Jackson and Nyström,2014; p 405) 
Recognizing the importance of intersectionality to accessing positions of natural intelligence 
they go on to suggest that girls are ‘unlikely to be read as effortless achievers because they are 
outwith the social categories of people positioned through long-standing discourses as 
(naturally) intelligent’ (p 405). 
In order to defend their privilege to these scientific spaces, boys promote dualistic discourses of 
capability based on gender that do not reflect the reality of the girls’ lived experiences. Despite 
attaining top marks in Physics they continue to be constructed as less competent in the subject.  
This conflict between social narrative and their lived experience opens the narrative to challenge 
and deconstruction.  The girls explain how their attempts to disrupt the narrative are met with 
‘arrogance’ as boys remain confident that the social structures of the school will support their 
entitlement by optically centring their experience.  Mary explains further how the boys promote 
narratives of male dominance in academic spaces: 
Mary: I think people always have preconceptions of who people are.  We’re doing Nat 5 
Geography and there was a boy who always thought he was better than me.  And then 
before we did this test he was like, ‘Well I’m going to do really well, and you’ll just be 
okay.’  And then I got 100% and he got like…I think he got a good mark, but not as good 
as me.  And then he was like, ‘Oh!  You just got lucky!’ And I was like, ‘Right!’  
Interviewer:  Do you think these preconceptions are supported by the teachers? 
Mary: No. Well…I don’t think it’s outward at all.  In maths we’ve got a female teacher, and 
she’s like a properly strong feminist.  She’s like, well into us doing it and stuff, but like, 
she’s a great teacher and she’s a real example of teaching whoever wants to learn… 
She’ll just teach whoever.  But I don’t think she really accepts that there is still a problem 
in terms of maths classrooms and Physics classrooms.  I also think, while my views of the 
classroom are kind of developed because of the fact that I am looking out for it, if you 
know what I mean, I feel like if I wasn’t looking out for sexism I am not sure that I would 
realize it.  I might just think it was normal rather than abnormal.  If that makes sense. 
Interviewer:  So do you think this maths teacher just doesn’t see it? 
Mary: Yes.  I don’t know how to describe it.  I do think that she realizes that…I don’t know…I 
don’t know how to describe it.  I don’t know.  Maybe she doesn’t want to be aware of it, 
if you know what I mean.  She doesn’t want those problems to be there, but at the same 
time she’ll still like…if it’s like, something…like she’ll talk about Florence Nightingale and 
she spent ages doing the statistic of how few examples there are of girls doing things, 
‘So come on girls! I am rooting for you!’  I think in normal classes and like S1, 2 and 3, 
generally there are boys who are more like that and you probably noticed that from 
examining, boys tend to be more like that and girls tend to get on with it.  But something 
happens in the Physics classroom that means that all the boys are like that rather than 
just one or two.  Because it tends to be like…if it’s a 50/50 split in like an S2 Modern 
Studies class, a few of the boys will sort of act like that, and be acting more dominant.  
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But more boys in the classroom…a greater percentage of boys…it’s kind of like they are 
competing to be that dominant. Whereas, in another class where some of the boys who 
may be quieter…I don’t know.  I don’t know how to explain it.  It could be maybe a boy 
who may be quieter in Modern Studies class, when he is put in Physics and maybe he’s 
naturally better at that, and that gives him space to act more dominant.  I don’t know.  I 
think it’s they are certainly different when they are in a group than when on their own.  I 
think it’s more…yea…I can’t…cause I only really remember it being like that when we 
started splitting up into classes, and I was doing all the sciences.  And I remember really 
seeing them in those groups when they are in those classrooms, but when they are on 
their own they are lovely.  Or maybe for a boy who is shy in one class and he goes into 
Physics, and it’s his subject and he’s all like, ‘I can run with this!’  
Later, when discussing the different attitudes of boys, Mary told me: 
Mary: I think that’s really interesting.  Because actually over the last few days the Cambridge 
places came out and a bunch of people in my year applied.  Almost all of them were 
boys, and they all applied to science things.  And every single boy got rejected.  And the 
two girls that applied both got in; my two best friends.  They are both doing…one of 
them is doing natural sciences and one is doing civil engineering at Cambridge next year.  
The interesting thing about it is everybody’s reaction to that.  The boys immediately 
were going, ‘I didn’t get in.  It’s because you are a girl!  They had to tick boxes.’  
Interviewer: Your story makes me wonder if more girls might have gotten into Cambridge if they 
had applied.  
Mary: Exactly!  I am trying to think….there was something like about 10-13 boys who applied 
and those were the only two girls who applied.  And then one girl applied for languages, 
and she also got in.  But in terms of sciences…I wish that I had applied now, but I just 
thought there was no point.  
We will never know if Mary would have been accepted to study science at Cambridge, because 
she did not believe she was capable enough to apply, unlike the 10-13 boys in her class.  Her 
male classmate’s explanation of her perfect grade as ‘lucky’ disempowers her by negating her 
academic skill and reattributing it to chance.  The discourse of hard working girls ‘getting on with 
it’ emerges again in Mary’s interview, echoing Mr McColl’s description of girls’ behaviour in his 
classroom in Chapter four.  This is a discourse I heard repeated during my fieldwork at SJB, 
constructing borders and limiting the positionings of academic capability available to the girls.  
Mary goes on to recognize her own advanced understanding of gender while acknowledging that 
her teacher’s understanding may be more limited.  Extoling the fact that her teacher will ‘teach 
whoever’ Mary references vague and obscured boundaries that indicate an empowered group 
that is entitled, included and worthy to be taught and a disempowered group which must be 
granted inclusion.  These boundaries, constructed around sexed bodies, using physical attributes 
as terms of analysis, constitute girls as less worthy to certain educational spaces.  They 
naturalize gender entitlements, optically centring boys and creating inequalities.  Yet even with 
her advanced ability to ‘look out for sexism,’ Mary is still influenced by classroom practices that 
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privilege boys.  As the ‘properly strong feminist’ teacher unknowingly reinforces sexist ideologies 
in the classroom, because she ‘doesn’t want those problems to be there,’ she mathematically 
calculates the odds against the girls’ success.  Mary also speaks to the complex construction of 
masculinities when she describes the how the arrogant ‘Physics boys’ act less arrogant in other 
spaces. Although an extensive analysis of this process is beyond the scope of this research, how 
boys who perform marginal masculinities (Connell, 2005) in other school spaces come to 
perform hegemonic masculinities in science spaces indicates the flexibility of the gender 
hierarchy, exposing the falseness of a fixed structure and suggesting the potential for change.   
 
The science of binaries – ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ subjects 
In partnership to the term ‘Physics boys’ the terms ‘hard and ‘soft’ are often used by students 
and staff to categorizes and describe types of academic subjects.  Relational in their nature, the 
word ‘hard’ describe classes like Physics, Chemistry, Engineering and Maths while ‘soft’ 
describes classes like English, Modern Studies and Psychology.  The dualism of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ 
subjects become conflated with the male and female binary, naturally evoking inequalities by 
silently indicating supremacy and inferiority.  In order to understand how the girls are making 
meaning of their worlds, I inquire further into the binary concept of ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ subjects.  
Sophia a sixth-year student who hopes to be the first person from her working-class family to 
earn a college degree explains to me how these binary categories are gendered: 
Sophia: I think on paper there is like, always equal opportunities.  Then perhaps if you are 
looking at funding you will see that guy subjects, or boy sports, they always get more 
attention and funding.  Whereas the subjects that are considered girl subjects are always 
considered ‘soft’ so…I don’t know…like dance or even social science.  They are 
considered ‘soft’ sciences, because you are looking at humans instead of organisms or 
something else.  ‘Soft’ is associated with emotion instead of logic. That’s what they 
consider it.  Ummmm….so the ‘hard’ sciences, like chemistry, would look at formulas 
and equations.  Whereas social sciences you look at qualitative data perhaps.  And you 
would see people’s opinions.  And they would think, ‘Well, opinions are not proper 
data!’ or something.  Yea ummm…like engineering, that’s also considered ‘hard’ and 
men tend to take those subjects. Whereas something like social sociology, depending on 
what you do, it can lead to lower earnings in your career.  Like say if you are a social 
worker, you don’t get paid a lot to do that job even though it’s really tough and crucial 
for society.  It’s like people, they are concerned with their own self.  And they are like, 
‘Oh, I earned this!’ and say, if they are really rich it’s like, ‘I deserve this money or I 
deserve whatever success I may get.’  Whereas people who are selfless, you don’t really 
care about yourself.  You just want to help other people, so you would be helping me if 




Sophia describes the relationship of ‘hard’ subjects with masculinity and high earning careers.  
Evoking the dualism of rational masculinity and emotional femininity she then establishes the 
association of social science as ‘soft’ and emotional; requiring the traditional feminine attributes 
of empathy and communal care; resulting in lower earning careers.  The male-female binary is a 
significant foundation in the structures of Western thought; influencing the meanings we make 
of the world.  Such forms of binary thinking permeate the very structures of our symbolic 
understanding as the naturalization of two opposite sexes which embody binary attributes is 
secured.  Gender differences are then discursively produced based on the meanings given to 
sexed bodies (Irigaray, 1977, 1984, 1989; Butler, 1986, 1998, 2003).   
These same Enlightenment ideologies have significantly influenced current forms of thinking 
about modern science in the form of unified knowledge and the autonomous, rational individual 
(Eisenstein, 1981; Elshtain, 1981; Pateman, 1988, 1989; Yeatman, 1988; Flax, 1990).  However, 
this position has historically been limited to and optically centred on rich, white, males 
exclusively, as the dualistic nature of rational masculinity and emotional femininity automatically 
project women to the inferior polarity while disrupting the possibility of equality (Pateman, 
1989).  According to Gilligan (1982) such histories are reinforced through the androcentric 
perspectives of research on human development as any deviation from male standards is seen 
as failure rather than the limitations of theory that does not consider the alternative criteria.   
Letts (2001) suggests that pedagogic practices in the science classroom reproduce and are 
reproduced by discourses of masculinity as essentialist narratives of the rational thinker and are 
based on those norms.  Such discourses privilege boys to positions of rationality, allowing them 
to assert their knowledge and control in classroom discussions, while policing and limiting the 
participation of girls (Butler, 2004).  As a result, such masculine constructed curricula as math 
and science assists in shaping the available positioning in the classroom community to traditional 
gender binaries, thereby reinforcing male supremacy and female inferiority (Walkerdine, 1988).  
As women have been historically barred from discourses of reason and autonomy (Lloyd, 1993) 
they correspondingly become barred from positions of success in science as these discourses 
promote masculinity and reject femininity as illegitimate (Chodorow, 1978; Dinnerstein, 1976; 
Benjamin, 1980).  According to Jackson and Nyström (2014) the ‘real’ academic performances of 
the students is less of an issue than the narratives told about them as identity validation is 
accomplished through interaction with others.  As not every identity is discursively regarded as 
valid (Read, Francis and Skelton, 2011) the girls find themselves constituted by discourses that 
inform what positions are available to them as learners (Mendick, 2006). 
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Despite hard evidence described by Mary in the form of better grades or acceptance to highly 
ranked Universities, girls’ gendered subjectivities are still successfully argued and policed in the 
science lab, naturalized as universal concepts and common sense by those who have the cultural 
capital to direct the social narrative.  The gendered ideologies that historically privilege men to 
positions of fully rational subjectivities (Weedon, 1997) create an anxiety-decreasing, cultural 
consistency ushered in by advanced meanings and justifications for inequalities as patriarchy 
finds a safe refuge in rationalism (Anderson, 1989).  Paechter (2012) suggests that as knowledge 
and academic success are considered forms of power they become carefully guarded as a male 
privilege, and can often invoke forms of classroom retaliation when girls claim access to such 
success, as described by the girls’ focus group.  Hey (1997) furthers this idea, suggesting that the 
continued repetition of barring girls access to discourses of academic success is significant in the 
formation of their identities as evidenced by Mary’s inability to identify herself as a potential 
Cambridge University scholar.  Yet, it is important to consider that the inconsistencies evoked 
through repetition can support the process of deconstruction (Butler, 1989, 1993, 1994, 2003) 
creating the potential for uncoupling intellectualism from masculinity in social narratives (David 
and Clegg, 2008) as exemplified by Mary in her interview.  
To further explore the girls’ concepts of binaries as well as their ability to deconstruct the 
narratives that bind gender to classroom power, I asked a 4th form focus group what it is that 
makes them consider one subject more of a boys’ subject and another more of a girls’ subject: 
Kara: Hmmmm…well a lot of subjects for example, Physics as well, and subjects that involve a 
lot of logic and intelligence, where we tend to be thought of as more creative in our 
thinking…that sort of thing. (Group agreement.)  Like mathematical subjects and also PE 
as well, because that’s the sort of thing we’d kind of be…we’re not as strong. (Group 
agreement.) Don’t have the same build as a boy, so we can’t do certain subjects. 
Felicity:  I’m not sure.  I don’t think really in class...it’s just sort of the attitudes that everyone 
has.  For example, what career you’ll go into and stuff.  I know someone’s friend, when 
he was speaking to the career advisor and he was saying, ‘Oh I want to be a primary 
teacher’ and the career advisor said, ‘Oh, but don’t you want a proper career?’ and stuff 
like that.  I’ve heard a few stories about career advisors being quite sexist about gender 
roles. And also stuff like…this still happens to this day…since primary, the teacher will 
come into the classroom and say, ‘Oh I need some strong boys to carry something.’  And 
you think, ‘Are you kidding me!’  
Moira: And then they choose the boys who are definitely not stronger than you.  (The group 
laughs.) 
As Kara links logic and intelligence with masculinity and creativity with femininity we begin to 
see how these binary discourses are traveling in the social knowledge of the school.  Felicity is 
able to distinguish these ‘attitudes’ as sexist gender roles as she deconstructs the gendered 
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narrative of the career counsellor indicating what is ‘proper’ for boys.  The older 6th form focus 
group has a more nuanced understanding of the same issue: 
Mary:  I think it’s kind of like a tricky one, but I think it might be…it’s not…like I don’t know…but 
I feel like it might be the method.  I mean like physics you can learn something, and you 
just do it.  And it’s just like what you know.  It’s easy to do.  You just need to…and it’s 
sort of a lot easier to just kind of…get it straight away and do well in exams.  Whereas 
something like Modern Studies you have to think a lot more and to think a lot more 
about it and get an opinion and look at all the science of it.  I actually prefer, I prefer 
doing things like Maths and such because it’s a lot easier to get it right… 
Fiona: There’s only one answer and if you’re right you are right, and if you’re wrong you’re 
wrong.  (Multiple ‘Yeas’ from group.) 
Mary: It’s like…there are subjects where it’s like, a matter of interpretation and your way of 
interpreting things and if you want the right method, like your way, like not necessarily, 
it’s quite difficult to get a wrong answer as opposed to English or things like that… 
Brie: Yea, I also think that like guys sometimes…not always guys, but I think of like Social or 
Modern Studies as… (Brie is interrupted.) 
Ellie: …a girls’… (Ellie is interrupted.) 
Mary: Yea, a bit soft, because there is no facts and they just think that’s wrong (Several people 
attempt to talk) talking about all this stuff and like, no actual like, proof …. (Mary is 
interrupted.) 
Ellie: Something like emotional subjects… (Ellie is interrupted.) 
Fiona: Yea, because we are girls and we just get emotional and talk about things like art. 
Sophia: I think that there is…like to some extent…like small…I don’t think that…but to some 
extent I think that there is a sad degree of more emotional and more illogical thinking in 
girls than guys.  Not a lot. I don’t think it’s as much as I think it is represented through 
school, but like a bit… 
Sallie: I think it’s also like with Physics…in some certain job careers like…I know for our year, 
loads of boys will be like, because if they do Physics they know that is what they can try 
to aim for.  Whereas if you try to say like, I want to study English or Art or something 
they are like, ‘Oh, okay.  What are you going to do after that?’ 
Brie: I feel like it’s probably easier to be more competitive in stuff like Physics and Maths and 
stuff because it’s easier to just get the right answer and get it right.  And you can see… 
(Brie is interrupted.)  
Mary: It’s weird being in Maths because it’s sort of really like split 50/50 up until higher is 
about 50/50.  But when you get too Advanced Higher there’s much more boys in the 
class then girls.  And you can see the dynamic sort of shift more like in the classroom, 
and that made me think it must not have been the subject physics but the ratio of boys 
to girls.  So it was interesting to see that and how it gets a lot more competitive in terms 
of getting the right answer and getting your method completely right, compared to how 
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hard it is to be competitive in your opinions, you know what I mean?  It’s hard to argue 
opinions. 
Focus group 11/13/15 
The 6th form girls describe the discourses traveling in the social knowledge of SJB that 
constitutes them into gendered positionings when they enter such highly masculinized 
classrooms as Science and Maths.  Mary sagaciously identifies ‘the method’ of scientific 
knowledge describing it as easily learned with one right answer and comparing it to social 
science that requires the ability to think through the ‘science’ of multiple sources and forms of 
knowledge.  Although the girls lacked vocabulary to describe the process, they seem to 
recognize how the boys’ entitlement to the scientific binaries of ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ answers create 
a safe space from which to reify and defend their entitlement.  As the spaces between the binary 
of ‘right’ and ‘wrong’ are obscured an illusion of permanency is cemented; naturalizing and 
legitimizing the binary. The historic conflation of masculinities and science then marries the 
masculine to discourses of ‘right’ and ‘worthy’ while relegating the feminine to its dualist 
opposites.  The girls deconstruct this discourse by recognizing that it is easy to be competitive 
when there is one correct answer.  They show value for the forms of knowledge they are 
allowed to excel in by suggesting the difficulty of forming and defending ideas based on multiply 
sourced knowledge.  I was particularly interested in Mary’s use of the word ‘science’ in this 
context as it seemed to consume the premise of the single, rational answer of the scientific 
method within a more complex understandings of the world. According to Keller (1982) 
‘Knowledge in general, and scientific knowledge in particular, serves two gods: power and 
transcendence’ (p. 598).  As the girls describe, the very method of science results in ‘easier 
competition’ for boys who are allowed essentialist discourses of scientific rationality, while the 
skills required to ‘get an opinion and look at all the science of it’ is a diminished positioning as 
‘it’s hard to argue opinions’ with ‘no proof’ as Mary states.  By considering multiple and situated 
knowledge, social science becomes conflated with femininity as a conciliatory and emotional 
interpretation, and serves as a reminder that girls are not allowed to construct knowledge or 
determine ‘truth’.   
The concept of the manipulation and control of science is a masculine narrative evoking ideals of 
certainty, autonomy and emotional distancing often resulting in high status knowledge and jobs 
(Keller, 1982) as depicted in the students’ description of science as a ‘hard’ subject.  It can be 
argued that the very position of power and control that science appears to offer through 
discourses of rationality is a position barred to girls.  It is not a narrative they are allowed to 
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apply to themselves, and if they attempt it they will be policed as inauthentic and illegitimate in 
their positioning (Keller, 1982; Irigaray, 1985, 2001, 2004).   
The power of the relationship between rationality and masculinity is rooted in the concepts of 
self-control.  Science and maths offer the experience of this kind of control through the certainty 
of one definitive answer. According to Walkerdine (1985) science is ‘a fantasy of total control 
based on the anxiety of loss of control.  Desire is mastered.  Control over and self-control 
become as one’ (Walkerdine, 1988; p. 119).  The concept of the manipulating and controlling of 
science is a masculine narrative evoking ideals of certainty, autonomy and emotional distancing 
often resulting in high status knowledge and jobs (Keller, 1982) as depicted in the students’ 
description of science as a ‘hard’ subject.  How we conflate power, control and masculinity is 
significant in these discourses.  As suggested by Yoder and Kahn (1992) these are two definably 
different ways to describe power:  
“power-over”, the domination and control of one person or group over another, and 
“power-to” or personal empowerment…can be analysed at different levels-societal, 
organizational, interpersonal, and individual-and, importantly, these levels 
interact…power differences frequently underlie what appear to be gender differences in 
behaviour; as society is currently configured, power and gender are never independent.  
(Yoder and Kahn, 1992, p 381)   
Such power is most often recognized in the hegemony of athletics, but the positions of 
dominance often denied to the ‘Physics boys’ in places such as the sporting pitch, now become 
highly prized and policed as they claim their ‘geek-chic’ capital in these spaces. The same 
mastery is limited to girls as they are ‘othered’ from discourses of strength and rationality; 
constituted instead as irrational and unable to master their emotions.  As boys learn that they 
are entitled to organizational power and resources, they learn to anticipate the patriarchal 
dividends of male dominance or ‘power over’ others in the form of controlling the local social 
narrative rather than learning that true empowerment is reflected through self-mastery and self-
efficacy (Bandura, 1989). 
I ask the 6th form focus group if they believe that such messages make girls self-select out of 
these ‘hard’ subjects?   
Sophia:  I think some girls are quite shy. (Vocalizations of agreement by group.) 
Brie: If it’s like maths they may be less likely to take it.  
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Fiona: But I think when I hear ‘Oh like there aren’t any girls taking Physics.’ Then I think, well I 
can prove myself and do it…but… (Fiona pauses.) 
Sallie: I don’t know… (Sallie pauses.) 
Ellie: …so I don’t know…I don’t feel like it’s all girls…just… (Ellie pauses.) 
Mary: That’s right, because I still feel the attraction of some subjects like Physics and such, so I 
am really keen.  But subjects like this (Mary is indicating Modern Studies.) and other 
subjects I am doing like Geography, they also interest me as well.  And I feel like I can 
sort of…if I were doing those other subjects, I would enjoy those as well.  But it’s just the 
path I’ve chosen.  And it’s just interesting to see how like, even though I don’t think that 
it is defined by that, then I think, oh, well maybe it is a little bit, just subconsciously.  
Even though I’m not…I don’t know…it’s weird… (Mary pauses.) 
Brie: I was certainly like dead set on going down the science route up until like a few months 
ago.  So I took all sciences and I actually did, like pretty well and I was sort of like dead 
set against going against science.  Then I started thinking back to when I initially chose 
those subjects and the reasons why I chose them and it was the same thing as the boys.  
I kind of thought, it would be really, really good to be like, a good scientist to be really 
good in those areas, so that’s why I chose them.  And then I sort of thought about what I 
actually wanted to do and for me it’s really, really soft to take Modern Studies…(Brie 
speaks to other girls.)  I know that you guys have done it for National 5, but it was kind 
of a bit like…I don’t want to say it, but I felt like it was a bit of a step down. (Laughter 
from the group.) I kind of just feel like it was a step down, but I feel so good having done 
it, because I enjoy it so much more, and it’s what I always wanted to do at university… 
(Brie is interrupted.) 
Mary: And do you think it takes less skill? 
Brie: I think it’s a lot harder to write an essay then to learn how to do a set of Physics exams.  
Just because it’s just easy to learn how to do that and repeat that skill. 
Sallie: I felt like that when I decided whether or not to do Drama, because there are so many 
stereotypes of it being not a real subject.  I don’t think it’s…yea…a lot more girls took 
Drama than boys, so it wasn’t an issue with the gender balance that put me off.  It was 
more just the way it was viewed as a kind of inferior kind of subject. 
Fiona: But subjects like Drama and Art can be really hard.  I would never be able to do 
something like that.  (Multiple agreements and attempts to speak by the group.) And 
people always think it’s soft and not really anything and its…(Fiona indicates she is 
speaking to the judgmental boys.) ’Well you can’t really draw…you can’t really do things, 
so how can you judge something to be less than what you can do?’ It has different 
strengths and weakness and each of them can be as important as the other.  I think boys 
think that things that they can’t do, oh well, it’s just not important!   
(Laughter and multiple agreement from the group.) 
Mary: It’s like the words they are using as well, you can hear them say, Maths and stuff are 
skills you can do, but you have a certain set of skills in everything it’s just that like, 
because they are not, I don’t know, maybe because they are different doesn’t mean 
they are any less important to the world. 
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Focus group 11/13/2015 
 As the girls begin to see a connection between gender and power in the science labs of SJB 
discourses of rationality are regularly barred to the girls based on gender, they appear to 
gravitate to classrooms where naturalized gender bias positively construct their gender.  As Brie 
explains her decision to change from Physics to Modern Studies, she categorizes Modern Studies 
as a ‘soft’ subject and ‘a step down’ supporting the local narrative that ‘hard’ subjects are 
superior.  In a moment of vulnerability and what appears to be a form of an apology, Brie 
acknowledges the fact that her understanding of Modern Studies as inferior to Physics is an 
insult to the other focus group members who have chosen it as their Higher subject.  She goes 
on to challenge the disempowerment of ‘soft’ subjects stating that ‘it’s a lot harder to write an 
essay then to learn how to do a set of physics exams.’  Sallie echoes Brie’s experience when she 
describes her choice of Drama as inferior and not ‘a real subject’ questioning what is valued and 
what is trivialized in this educational environment.  Through concepts of ‘hard/soft’ and ‘step 
up/down’ the girls seem to describe a form of hierarchy of social value for classes at SJB that 
appears to be part of the local social knowledge.  I think back to the Mr. MacKay’s suggestion 
that gender inequality is not an issue at SJB. Yet despite the best intentions and overt rhetoric of 
this progressive secondary school to address issues of inclusivity and equality within their 
student population, traditional gendered identities appear to be re-inscribed.  It can be argued 
that historic cultural narratives and naturalized stereotypes may be more tenacious and belying 
than is perceived in educational spaces. 
 
The influence of stereotypes in the science lab 
How the girls’ gendered positionings are constituted is often based on cultural associations and 
stereotypes in the local knowledge.  Walkerdine (1989) suggests it is the meanings we attribute 
to ‘men’, ‘women’ and ‘science’ which creates the biased frameworks that obscure inequalities.  
In a study by Carli, Alawa, Lee and Zhoa (2016) the relationship of stereotypes expressed by 
scientists to their view of what constitutes a successful scientist were explored.  Conducted with 
both male and female scientists, the study found greater similarities between stereotypes of 
men and the concept of a successful scientist.  Stereotypical correlations were made between 
scientists and men based on their perception as being more agentic.  Stereotypes of women 
were more communal and less agentic, therefore women were not seen as similar to 
stereotypes of successful scientists.  However, these findings shifted with an increase in the 
number of women in a scientific field; increasing the correlation between stereotypes of women 
and successful scientists.  This result was attributed to the fact that the female scientist research 
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participants perceive more similarities and judged women as more agentic than did the male 
research participants. As the number of female study participants increased so did the 
correlation between successful scientist and female stereotypes, indicating that males were 
more likely to adhere to traditional stereotypes.  
A similar process may be happening in the science classroom.  As the girls attempt to disrupt the 
stereotype that they are not good at science by evidencing good grades, the boys maintain the 
narrative of male superiority defending their optical centring in these spaces.  To further explore 
the influences on social knowledge that constitute girls as inferior in the science lab I ask the 6th 
form girls how these messages are reinforced by the school: 
Mary: In my Physics class there were actually a few more girls, there were eight more girls 
doing it then, but that was actually…I dropped out the next year.  Other girls in our class 
did too, but even though I got a good grade on the exam, like all the way up to the end, 
those two years our class was like weird.  And the teacher was REALLY weird! 
(The group laughs.  Several people try to speak at once.) 
Fiona:  He was funny! 
Brie: Was that Mr Black? 
Mary: Yea, he was… (Mary is interrupted.) 
Group:  Ohhhhhh…  
(Group laughter and voice escalation.) 
Sallie: He made like, a joke or something. He made sexist jokes… 
Brie: It was like, parents’ evening and ummm….(Multiple interruptions.  Several people 
excitedly talking at once; attempting to tell the story.)…and he said to my parents, ‘Oh 
yea, Brie is doing great!  She is like, good.  She really gets on with her work and 
everything.  She just like contributes and everything, but gets on with her work. But 
there’s some other girls who like, all they do is talk about like, you know, make up and 
stuff…’ and my dad just looked at me like…(Brie makes an incredulous face)….like so 
close!  I think my dad was so close to losing it!! And then he came home and lost it. 
(Group laughter and multiple attempts at speech.) 
Mary: I think it’s the opposite of Ms Lynn… 
Sophia: It was the same, my parents were visiting and he was like, ‘Oh yea, she’s like a really 
nice, like quiet girl!’ and they were like, ‘Really!’ 
(Group laughter and multiple attempts at speech.)  
Fiona: Because that’s one of our Physics teachers.  We have another Physics teacher called Ms 
Lynn, and she’s like so…sort of like…reverse sexism in that she pushes the girls so much. 
(Group agreement.) Like, she always outwardly says…and it’s kinda like a good thing.  
Then the boys get really, really pissed off.  I think it’s…it’s an interesting thing to look at 
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because they always, you can’t talk about Ms Lynn without them bringing up the fact 
that she’s sexist…  (Fiona is interrupted.) 
Ellie: And the boys are just experiencing what we experience every day! 
(Group begins to speak excitedly with raised voices.) 
Mary: It’s such an outrage to them.  It’s like such an outrage that she’s like that.  
Sallie: Yes, sometimes Ms Hale comes in and she just rants! (The group laughs.)  
Fiona: I think it’s totally fine!  Like if she wants to talk about how somebody said something 
really sexist and demeaning, and she just like all about that, and you know, because it’s 
not fair.  And ummm…if something like that has happened she will tell us about it and 
everything.  And…umm…all the other class, Adam, he always goes on about like, ‘As 
soon as she comes into class she’s like talking about how she hates men, and like all men 
are sexist pigs and stuff.’ And it’s like that.  That’s not what she’s saying (Group laughter 
and multiple attempts at speech.)  And it’s like, ‘No she just hates men! She’s a man 
hater, and it’s really annoying!’ 
Fiona: James has gone even further as well… (Fiona is interrupted.) 
Brie: It’s kind of like a running joke between some of the guys like…  
(Group laughter and multiple attempts at speech.) 
Fiona: (Excitedly) I guess, I guess, I don’t know, I guess it might be a bit annoying.  If a guy 
teacher did that then…they don’t really experience that much sexism do they?!! 
(Speaking in a cartoon voice of sarcasm.) 
Brie: I guess it’s just the stuff Ms Hale says sometimes… (Brie pauses.) 
Sallie: I think, yea… (Sally is interrupted.) 
(Group agreement and multiple attempts at speech.) 
Fiona: Sometimes they take it the wrong way. 
Mary: Well, like one particular thing, the fact that she voices those opinions they (boys) use 
that to disqualify her right to be a good teacher. 
(Group agreement and multiple attempts at speech.) 
Ellie: People are taking those opinions, and because she has those opinions, that kind of 
means she’s not a good teacher. 
Brie: When really they are kind of separate things. 
Sallie: A lot of people complain about like her teaching style, but I mean like most of the class 
got A’s and B’s last year. (Multiple group agreement.) 
Ellie: I mean her classes last year got all nearly full marks.  And the year before that she was 
concerned why they weren’t close to full marks last year. Even though they were really 
close, so really good.  Whereas like in English they were like to us…well it’s like so rare to 
get full marks. I mean that could just be because it’s English. 
171 
 
Sophia: I mean, I mean one way about her teaching is so good, is because she’s so enthusiastic 
about the subject that it makes you...Whereas if she was just reading off a power point 
you’re not going to be as engaged. 
Sallie: And she really makes you think in her lessons as well. 
Fiona: She makes it relatable.  (Sounds of group agreement.) 
Mary: So like, if she talks about experiences she’s had in her own life then you can…not like 
believe it more, because they are real, but because you can relate to it more. 
Focus group 11/13/2015 
The girls tell their stories of how teachers mediate gender discourses in the classroom.  
Describing Mr Black as reinforcing the discourses of ‘hard-working’ girls as he rewards them for 
‘just getting on with it.’   While Brie and Sophia’s parents were shocked by the sexist discourse, 
the girls exposed its insulting redundancy through their laughter.  They go on to describe the 
support of Ms Lynn who while encouraging them to succeed, does not actually address sexism.  
Instead she teaches them a math lesson by literally calculating the multiple odds against the 
recognition of their success.  And they learn from the example of Ms Hale who openly resists 
and calls out sexism, consequentially suffering the depowering attempts of the boys’ to 
delegitimized and degrade her exemplary teaching skills.  The girls appear able to deconstruct 
these androcentric messages in their school environment through their recognition of the boys’ 
attempts to police Ms Hale to follow the traditional narratives that allow them access to power 
and success.  This could suggest a stronger probability they may be able to situate any 
discriminatory gendered messages to external bias rather than internal inadequacy, changing 
how they construct meaning about themselves.  As their perceptions of sexism are reportedly 
emulated by their parents, the girls garner valuable support to challenge the traditional feminine 
discourses in their school environment. 
  
Learning their place:  The migration of girls from ‘hard’ to ‘soft’ subjects 
In viewing the girls’ varying levels of awareness of how difference and gender are used to 
construct boundaries of inclusion and exclusion at SJB the relational nuances that inform and 
influence social power and learning opportunities begin to emerge.  Curious to understand these 
influences further, I explore the migration of girls from ‘hard’ to ‘soft’ subjects in an interview 
with Danica: 
Danica: I had a (physics) teacher who was a bit funny, but other than that it was fine. He was just 
kind of like…he was sort of like…maybe…thought the girls weren’t doing a well…or 
maybe needed a bit more help and that was kind of annoying for me.  It was the sort of 
dynamic of the class…there were a lot of boys who were very smart.  And then there 
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were girls in the class who were like, quite smart, and maybe like some of them were 
struggling a bit more.  And that was sort of like, became slightly generalized, sort of…but 
not in a big way.  It wasn’t really the teacher that was doing that.  It was more like the 
class.  It was like 3 years ago now, so it was quite a long time ago, or 2 years ago.  Yea, I 
was considering taking Physics again this year, but I decided to do Advanced Higher in 
Modern Studies.  
Interviewer:  Did you feel successful in Physics? 
Danica: I did it for two years. I think I felt pretty successful.  And I think I was, because I got an A 
in it.  But when I was actually doing it I just really didn’t like it at times.  And I found it 
quite complicated the way it was being taught.  But other than that it was fine.  I think 
quite a lot of the work that I did leading up to the exam was like individual work and I 
was kind of like able to get that grade through that. But ummmm…the teachers were 
pretty good as well.  It was more like how the class was organized.  It was kind of 
like….because there were more boys in the class, it was kind of like they were doing 
slightly better because of that…I don’t know.  I think that was just because there were 
less girls in the class and they were probably…I don’t know…talking more about how 
they were finding it complicated…almost.  There were boys in the class who were doing 
pretty badly as well, so I wouldn’t say it was a split. I think quite a lot of the reason of 
why I got an A was nearing the end of the course rather than what I was doing in the 
main part of it.  I wasn’t as confident during the actual thing itself.   
Interviewer:  What made you change from Physics to Modern Studies? 
Danica: I’m really not sure.  I think it is…the class is organized in a different way which is 
different from other subjects, so I’m not sure if it is that kind of organization which is 
different which is navigating that sort of split. Ummmm…I think it is probably also the 
type of subject and the type of skills you use in it so….yea.  Well…there’s sort of learning 
about things broadly.  Watching and researching things….ummmm…and it takes a lot of 
work to sort of build up your general knowledge of it, but it’s kind of less directed sort 
of.  There are less specific notes you have to take.  I find in other subjects it’s slightly 
more streamlined and you have to remember certain things.  It is like a different subject.  
I think it is probably different for everyone.  I think everyone, like, everyone has their 
own sort of way of learning, sort of.  I can do both of those things, but I’m not sure 
about everyone else and what they like.  And if there’s less boys taking Modern Studies 
then it must mean that ummm…less people this year are interested in that type of 
subject. 
Interviewer:  Do you feel more comfortable in Modern Studies?  
Danica: Well I mean…I wouldn’t say I’ve stepped out of my comfort zone that much…so (Danica 
laughs.) I’m not sure but probably…probably not.  Just because of that.  I mean…I don’t 
think I’ve ever really done or said anything that is very controversial in any of my classes. 
(Danica laughs.)  I haven’t had an opportunity to…almost.  I haven’t thought of 
something to put forward which is controversial…so…ummm…and if I have, I haven’t 
really voiced it, because of the type of person that I am.  And I’m not sure if that’s 
because I am a girl or just my personality…so ummmm…yea…I think things have 
definitely improved about being able to talk about what we want thought-out school.  
Like when you are younger…I had specifically a class when I was younger where we 
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didn’t feel like I could say exactly what I wanted, but now I feel that that’s a lot better 
and I can sort of do that now in 6th year a lot easier.  It’s the classes I am taking and the 
people who are in them.  The fact that I’ve kind of like, gained confidence obviously.  
And just the different people who are in my classes than before and ummmm…if feel 
more confident in them than when I would younger.  So that’s probably it. 
Interview 1/7/2016   
Danica describes ‘the dynamics of the class’ as her Physics teacher reinforces the discourses of 
girls as less competent in this classroom.  Danica suggests that boys may have done better based 
on how the class was organized.  It is unclear if she is speaking about the organization of the 
science curriculum or if she might be lacking language to describe the local hierarchy that is 
privileging boys. Yet it could be argued that the science curriculum may be organized in accord 
with a hierarchy that privileges boys.  As Danica suggests that this Physics class builds on 
previous knowledge and success while advancing those endowed with that confidence, it is 
possible to view the complicated nuances of how subjects can become gendered.  It would be 
interesting to know if the boys did, in fact, receive higher grades or if their higher academic 
performance was a perception based on their level of confidence.  Despite the fact that Danica 
herself receives a top grade in the class, she still perceives the boys as more academically 
successful.  Her explanation that the girls admitted to finding the material complicated while the 
boys did not may have contributed to this perception.  Returning to Paechter’s (2012) suggestion 
that knowledge and academic success are forms of power, confidence may be an important 
element in that formula.  Danica admits to her own traditional feminine performances of 
passivity and conciliation, stating that she rarely steps out of her comfort zone or asks for what 
she wants.  It is possible that she feels unable or unwilling to relinquish that safe position to 
challenge the discourses of inequality in the science lab.  She admits that she wasn’t confident in 
Physics despite her top grade indicating that the discourses of female inferiority may have been 
more influential than her graded performance.  She is unable to clearly state why she chooses to 
leave Physics and move to Modern Studies, other than a vague reference to how it is organized.  
She does suggest, however, that she becomes more confident because of the move, based on 
the new class and the people in it.  It could be argued that moving from an environment where 
she is seen as inadequate to a space where she is viewed as capable and competent may have 
positively influenced her experience.  
 
Pink science:  attempting to regain the lost numbers of girls in science 
As girls move away from ‘hard’ subject such as science and maths to avoid being positioned as 
inferior and move towards subjects where they can access discourses of success, the number of 
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girls taking science and maths for Highers decreases.  Numerous educational efforts have been 
made to develop programs and workshops to increase secondary school girls’ interest in science.  
Often referred to as ‘pink science’, these programs assume that girls are naturally uninterested 
in science and strive to engage them by evoking traditional gender stereotypes.  These programs 
fail to recognize that the traditional stereotypes and assumptions they use for promotion are the 
same obstacles that previously barred girls from success in science.  These stereotypes suggest 
that, unlike boys, people born into female bodies are not naturally interested in or good at 
science (Gilbert and Calvert, 2003).  According to Walkerdine (1989) programs such as these try 
to appeal to the idea of proving girls are equal by celebrating the differences between boys and 
girls.  Unfortunately, as these programs highlight differences they evoke the boundaries of 
inclusion and exclusion while reinforcing the already limited positions of traditional femininities 
that girls have learned to decline.  Centring the girls outside the optical frame of normalcy in the 
science lab, such programs suggest girls can gain admittance or ‘inclusion’ to these spaces.   In a 
sense, this process re-genders the lab and reifies science as the domain of men.  This can result 
in further feminine flight as they read the message: ‘Science is not for girls…unless it is pink.’  
Sheena and River discuss just such a program:   
Sheena: Remember that thing that we went to that was trying to get girls into physics. 
River:   Yeaaa…  (River’s voice drops to a tone that indicates displeasure.) 
Sheena: It’s was a bit…it was not so good… 
River:  It was the other one with girls and guys and that one was really good.  But the one that 
was just girls that wasn’t that good. 
Sheena: No it wasn’t good.  It was so boring (agreement) and I couldn’t hear anything that 
anyone said. 
River: And it was really unfair because we went around in groups around eight different 
stations and then the first stage…well…I was group 4.  And group 3 was the ice cream 
making stage.  So I went to the 4th station and the 5th and the 6th and the 7th.  By the end 
of the day they didn’t have TIME for us to go to the ice cream stage.  And I was just like, 
we missed out!… (River is interrupted.) 
Sheena: …we were the last group that got to go into that and it was awesome!  But it was 
actually…the ice cream tasted kind of disgusting.  They made it out of lemons… (Sheena 
is interrupted.) 
River: Yea, but you got to see how it was made.  We never got to see how it was made because 
it was clearly at the stage where there were puffs of dry ice coming out.  So we were 
really looking forward to it and we thought we were going to be the last group to get ice 
cream and we are going to be able to walk out those gates holding ice cream and we 
never got to go! 
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Neither Sheena or River’s lack of interest in science, nor the disappointing ice cream is 
necessarily to blame for their retreat from the science lab.  I suggest it is more likely related to 
the highly gendered environment created by the masculine discourses associated with the 
culture of science.  How girls believe they are capable of success has nothing to do with making 
ice cream or working with pink microscopes.  Such feminizing of the subject exposes the implicit 
biases involved in science; serving as a potential warning to girls that their future career 
opportunities may be bifurcated by gender and impacted by sexist stereotypes.  Science 
curriculum should appeal to the non-gendered human imagination, natural curiosity and the 
thrill of scientific discovery and innovation.   It is the challenge of pedagogic practice to remove 
the masculinized frameworks or rationality from the science lab and allow a more creative 
inquiry that could engender a more inclusive experience. 
Research by Weisgram and Bigler (2007) confirms that short-term workshops like the one 
described by Sheena and River, designed to increase girls’ interest in science have little to no 
effect with one significant exception.  In a study done with two groups of girls attending a 
science workshop designed to increase girls’ interest, two groups of girls were assessed about 
attitudes toward science pre and post seminar.  All participants attended a one-day conference 
entitled “Expanding Your Horizons.”  One group of girls attended a program which included 
workshops on gender discrimination in science while the other group attended workshops 
without this information.  The group attending the discrimination workshops showed an 
increase in their value of science and self-efficacy while the group that did not remained 
unchanged. Of significance in this research is the implication that as girls begin to understand 
gender discrimination, they may learn to apply alternative narratives to their own socially 
implied inferiority; viewing it as sexism rather that personal inadequacy.  As girls become aware 
that the marginalization they experience in the classroom may be related to gender bias, they 
begin to recognize the social narratives they have been taught to adhere to are often false.  The 
inconsistencies in these narratives becomes the catalysts for girls learning to deconstruct gender 
discourses.  Their understanding of the social bias that supports male superiority can become an 
alternative explanation to combat neoliberal suggestions that girls are responsible for their own 
limitations.  These understandings may enable them to create new definitions of success as they 
deconstruct the myth of male superiority reattributing negative feedback to discriminatory bias 
rather than personal ability (Crocker and Major, 1989).  It can be argued that an awareness of 
feminist discourses and gender bias may help girls to resist traditional feminine positionings, 
allowing them to explore more congruent alternatives. 
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In addition, it is possible that learning about discrimination of women in science creates a form 
of agency which provides motivation for girls to challenge gender bias in traditionally male 
fields.  Pedagogy has a significant role to play in teaching both students and teachers to identify 
and deconstruct gender bias in the school environment.  Such important work could result in the 
creation of new symbolic spaces for girls to inhabit intellectually and socially (Gilbert, 2004) 
throughout their lives. 
According to Culler (2007) if we hope to address the implicit gender inequalities in the science 
lab the coupling of masculinity and science that create the biased frameworks in the classrooms 
must be deconstructed.  Such deconstruction requires that we consider how masculinity and 
science are yoked together through the production of masculinities and their binary relationship 
to femininities (Gilbert and Gilbert, 2001).  These unconscious assumptions must be breached, 
critiqued and erased in order to make space for new frameworks of knowledge.  Spivak (1989) 
suggests that the very questioning of socially naturalized assumptions exposes them as 
vulnerable by dislodging them from their fixed and dualistic position of truth, illuminating 
previously viewed binary spaces of ‘not truth’ for consideration through non-binary logic (Grosz, 
1989). Although this thesis supports Spivak’s assertion, it is important to consider that learning 
to un-naturalise ‘truth’ discourses is only a first step.  Awareness of socially naturalized 
assumptions does not provide protection from their constitution. Even with such critical 
awareness, how to navigate social sacrifices and losses still remains a challenging consideration.  
Other forms of work and social support may also be needed to make counter-hegemonic 
discourses and practices desirable to girls/boys. 
It could be argued that the same limitations of socially naturalized assumptions which maintain 
masculine dominance in the field are also potentially inhibiting scientific discovery by 
obstructing imaginative and innovative thinking that should progresses the scientific agenda of 
discovery.  In order to understand the systemic process of how masculinities define the scientific 
classroom, I offer this observation of a 6th form Physics classroom which indicates the highly 
gender nature of the science lab: 
Mr Smith warmly welcomes me to his 6th form Higher Physics class and shows me to a seat in the 
back of the room.  He is a small, thin man who seems very kind and naturally anxious. The 
students begin to file in and the teacher asks one of the male students about an assignment that 
is overdue as he enters the room.  The tall, athletic looking student appears to have other 
priorities than responding to the teacher as he continues his confident, proud and powerful pace 
to his seat as if he had not heard the question.  The teacher remains, nervous and still, waiting 
for a response.  The student puts down his books and pulls out his phone.  Without turning to 
face the teacher, he casually and dismissively replies that the work was on his phone.  The 
teacher’s facial expression relaxes a bit as he seemed relieved to not have to ask the student a 
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second time.  But the tension returns again to his face as he waits nervously for the student to 
produce the work.  The teacher seems to sense this student flexing his social power as a flinch of 
subordinate discomfort flashes across Mr Smith’s face; the kind you see on the face of a child 
who is being bullied.  The teacher takes a deep breath then politely asks the boy to produce the 
work.  The student, continuing his air of annoyance by avoiding any notice of the teacher’s 
presence, finally informs the teacher that his phone has destroyed it.  I amuse myself with the 
thought ‘my phone destroyed it’ may be the current version of the old ‘my dog ate my 
homework’ excuse so often used in the pre-technology days of my youth.  And I am struck by the 
thought that the ‘my dog ate my homework’ excuse was also mainly reserved for boys back then 
as well.  The double standard that girls should be more responsible has survived as effectively as 
the excuse.  More boys enter the room.  A tall, athletic boy comes in whistling confidently as if to 
draw attention to himself.  He walks with a swagger, head up, surveying the room with his social 
power as if to gather his tributes.  He proclaims loudly and mockingly to the other boys that he 
has just had a chat with someone (who sounds possibly like a guidance counsellor) and he 
learned a lot.  He states, with an air of sarcasm, that his whole life had been sorted in this one 
meeting. No one responds to his words, but they seem to recognize this kind of behaviour as 
normal.  The boy walks to the back of the room, sits down confidently on his stool and begins 
tipping backward on it while sucking on his pen like it was a cigarette.  I’ve noticed a direct 
correlation between confident, athletic boys wielding the power of social capital and the tipping 
of chairs.  In my notes I’ve begun to call these boys ‘Tipping boys’.   
There was only one girl in the room who was a very fashionable dressed, attractive girl.  She 
seemed quite confident and comfortable in herself and chatted with the two ‘Tipping boys’ in the 
back of the room.  Another girl enters the room seating herself next to the first girl.  They 
appeared to be good friends, chatting and sitting often with their shoulders together.  Another 
girl entered and joined the front table of boys.  The gender ratio was now 13 boys to 3 girls.  The 
teacher begins the class by asking the boys at the front table if they have their graphs ready.  
Much discussion ensues.  Mr Smith directs this query to a specific boy at the table.  He has 
several excuses about why he does not have the graph.  The teacher moves on to the two girls 
and asks for the graph.  The girls each pulled out their work and showed it to the teacher.  Mr 
Smith says, “Yay!” and happily talks with them about their work. The teacher moves on to the 
‘Tipping boy’ with the cigarette pen.  He very passively asks, “How did you get on with this?” and 
the boy makes no eye contact, but says, “I did one graph.”  The teacher says, “Good!”  The 
‘Cigarette pen tipping boy’ does not respond or offer to show his work.  The teacher does not ask 
to see it, but quickly moves on to the next student’s graphs and comments on it.  The ‘Cigarette 
pen tipping boy’ is seated next to another tall, confident, ‘Tipping boy’.  There are two other 
‘Tipping boys’ at the other table in the back of the room.  I have noticed these ‘Tipping boys’ in 
other classes, all wearing fashionable trainers and seated in the same way.  I wondered if there is 
some sort of reserved seating for those with higher social capital.  One of the ‘Tipping boys’ came 
up to the front of the room to speak with the teacher saying that he would be missing class for 
volleyball in the future.  The other ‘Tipping boy’ said he would as well.  The teacher acknowledges 
their statements.  I was surprised they would be allowed to skip class for volleyball when they 
were clearly already behind in their work.  I wondered if the social power of hegemonic 
masculinities was somehow determined in PE venues and carried into other classrooms on the 
soles of the ‘Tipping boys’  fashionable and over-priced trainers.  
The two girls at the back table work together and sometimes interact with the ‘Cigarette pen 
tipping boy’ who had lost his graph to his aggressive technology.  They have generously 
suggested to him a useful app to complete the assigned graphs, and he is busy trying to 
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download it.  Two darker skinned boys who appear to be of Asian descent sit at the side of the 
back table with the ‘Tipping boys’, but only work with each other.  The two ‘Tipping boys’ in the 
back have come to class without any materials.  One of the ‘Tipping boys’ asks one of the darker 
skinned boys if he can borrow his ruler.  The darker skinned boy pulls out a bag with working 
materials and gives the ‘Tipping boy’ the ruler without making eye contact as he is busily 
involved in his work.  He seems slightly annoyed by the interruption, as if it might be a regular 
experience, and continues on without conversing with the ‘Tipping boy.’  The teacher calls the 
students’ attention to the board and asks how many have gotten the correct answer.  About five 
students raise their hands and the teacher calls on one of the two girls.  She answers hesitantly 
as she is unsure of her use of terms, but has the correct answer.  The ‘Cigarette pen tipping boy’ 
who has not turned in his work and is still trying to download the graph app that this girl 
originally suggested to him, mockingly corrects her language.  The girl gives an embarrassed 
smiled, and puts her head down a bit. The other two ‘Tipping boys’ in the back chat a lot between 
themselves and do not appear to be nearly as engaged in the process as the other students.  I 
wonder if they have a higher level of understanding, or a higher level of confidence.  One 
continues to tip his lab stool until he almost falls over.  The teacher directs the students to work 
on several more questions.  The darker skinned boy at the back table asks the tall ‘Tipping boy’ 
for his ruler back.  The tall ‘Tipping boy’ tosses him a pad of paper.  The darker skinned boy 
becomes frustrated and says, “No.  My ruler!  My ruler!” and the ‘Tipping boy’ passes the ruler 
back to him.  The second darker skinned boy seems more interested in the approval of the 
‘Tipping boys’ and smiles and laughs at their antics, although continues to work only with the 
other dark skinned boy.  It appears that their academic skills are stronger than the ‘Tipping boys’, 
but this does not seem to carry as much social power. 
The teacher leaves the room briefly and the volume of student voices increases with his 
departure.  The teacher returns and says he could hear their voices, “Whipping down the corridor 
with excitement over capacitors.”  The students at the front table laugh.  They seem to like this 
teacher.  I do too.  He is respectful and kind to his students, and truly seems to enjoy his job.  The 
classroom door opens abruptly and an older man with grey hair briskly enters the room, with an 
air of annoyed confidence.  He immediately takes control of the classroom without 
acknowledging or addressing Mr Smith.  Mr Smith stands back passively in what appears to be a 
recognition of this other teacher’s right to take precedence over him in his classroom.  The older 
teacher addresses the students about their reports which he has just read.  He begins lecturing 
them on their work and suggests they come in individually to discuss their reports.  He then calls 
the name of one of the two girls seated together saying, “You have a good report.  You need to 
shrink it down.  You have loads of information in here.”  The boys laugh and she responds with an 
embarrassed look. The ‘Cigarette pen tipping boy’ flippantly suggests she add more words. The 
two girls begin to speak quietly between themselves about the teacher’s response to her work.  
Mr Black looks even more frustrated at their conciliation and raises his voice saying, “Girl!...Ellen! 
Listen up!  You don’t get marks by the kilogram.”  She bows her head in embarrassment and goes 
silent.  The teacher continues to address the work of another student.  He says, ‘If you want an 
example of a report that is sublimely, brilliantly written and laid out you should read Umed’s 
report as an example.”  He is referring to the dark skinned boy who had loaned the ruler to the 
‘Tipping boy’.  Umed smiles and flinches nervously at the same time.  The ‘Tipping boys’ at his 
table clap sarcastically for him.  Mr Black says, “I want everyone to look at how Umed has done 
his.  Physics is poetry.  Make it easy for the person who has to read and mark your report.  Well 
done!”  Umed appears slightly overwhelmed with the attention and is now looking down at his 
desk, as if too much successful recognition could cause detriment. “Ellen” calls the teacher and 
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he pauses.  Ellen looks started and nervous. “This is good.” says Mr Black.  His inflection still 
raised as if more information is to come.  Ellen’s expression remains stressed.  “No, it’s good.” He 
replies.  Ellen, clearly surprised, apologetically explains some issues she experienced. Mr Black 
makes some suggestions and says, “But I think it’s really structured very clearly.”  The other girl 
at the front table is asked where her report is.  She says she has been with the South Africa school 
trip and hasn’t had time to complete it.  The teacher chastises her, saying she’s been back for two 
weeks.  She hangs her head in embarrassment.  Mr Black asks where the rest of the students’ 
reports are, but does not call out the rest of the boys individually.  Apparently some of the boys 
at the front table have not done theirs, and he talks to them as a group.  There is no indication of 
concern for the ‘Tipping boys’ in the back who appear to have made no efforts.  Mr Black dresses 
down the other darker skinned boy who laughed at the earlier antics of the tipping boys, and 
then nods to the ‘Tipping boys’ saying only two words, “The same!”…meaning finish your work. 
As the hour is coming to a close Mr Smith attempts to take back control of his own classroom by 
returning to the front of the room and addressing my presence.  He very kindly tells the students 
they may have noticed a guest today and asks if I would like to tell them what I am doing here.  I 
make a brief description of my research, explaining that it is social science.  One of the ‘Tipping 
boys’ laughs and snorts when I say the words social science.  I wonder if he is measuring it 
through the local knowledge of a less valuable ‘soft’ science and not a ‘hard’ science like physics.  
I explain to the class about my work and how social science is often quite difficult, whereas 
physics has one clear answer you can identify and feel confident about, social science is multi-
layered with many concepts, many voices and many answers that require the ability to see things 
outside of a single perspective. I talk about looking at the social construction of gender and how 
it impacts learning environments and thank them for letting me observe their class.  
Mr Black immediately takes control of the class again as soon as I finish speaking and begins to 
address me.  The tone of his voice makes it clear to me, and to the class, that he does not respect 
my views.  It is also clear to me and this class that he feels he is in the position to judge their 
value.  He says, “And do you think gender impacts learning?” as if he is quizzing me to see if I 
know the correct answer.  I say, “Yes, I know that it does.”  He gives me the chance to correct my 
answer by asking, “Even in 2016.”  And I say, “Sadly, yes.  The unconscious and naturalized way 
that gender operates in our world impacts us all regularly.  That is why I am doing this research.”  
He seems even more annoyed by my answer.  He then begins what seems to have the potential 
to become a lecture.  I get the impression that he feels the need to educate me, not just my 
answer, but also my confidence level which he clearly judges outside of the ideal acceptable 
limits for a ‘girl’. He starts to talk about someone, stating a name I do not recognize.  I have no 
idea who or what he was speaking about, but he addresses this information to me directly, so I 
feign interest in order to be polite.  The students giggle when he says the name of the person, so I 
assume it is a comedian or someone from pop culture who I am unfamiliar with.  I continue to 
remain silent and smiling to allow him to finish his story out of respect for the students and the 
school; surprised to find myself in a position of feigning traditional femininities just like the girls 
in this classroom.  He tells a story of an academic, an expert in psychology and gender, who is 
being interviewed by this (possibly comedian-like) person who says to the psychologist, “Are boys 
or girls better!” and then Mr Black begins to laugh.  A few of the students laugh with him.  A few 
appear as lost and uninterested as I am.  I don’t understand his story and am unable to recognize 
the names, meaning or source of humour, but I smile politely.  It seems that he may be trying to 
draw an analogy between the person in the story degrading the knowledge of the expert they 
were interviewing and his disrespect for my work.  I am unmoved as I am only here to collect 
data. I assumed this is the disrespectful Physics teacher I had heard so much about from the girls 
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I have interviewed.  I can’t help but think if he is comfortable treating a guest from the University 
of Edinburgh in such a way, how must he treat the teenage girls in his class?   
The class ends, and I thank Mr Smith for allowing me to observe.  He passively and graciously 
responds.  Mr Black seems annoyed that I have not addressed my application to him and in order 
to be in control again, steps in to benevolently escort me to my next class with Ms Lynn.  I politely 
decline his assistance and thank him, assuring him I know the way, but he talks over my response 
and insists on accompanying me.  He asks me if I know that I will need to develop a thesis for my 
PhD, but doesn’t wait for my answer.  He then begins explaining how a PhD works to me, despite 
the fact that he does not actually have one.  He also tells me a cautionary tale about how his wife 
gave up having children to pursue a successful banking career.  He finishes the story by telling me 
that his wife now regrets her decisions, wishing she had devoted more time to the traditional 
female values of family and relationships and less to the masculine values of power and success.  
I simply said thank you and moved on to the next classroom feeling my already strong 
commitment to my research expanding exponentially with every step.   
Fieldnotes 3/3/2016 
As observed in this Physics classroom, power and success are transmitted in highly masculinized 
discourses as exampled by the ‘Tipping boys.’  It is not difficult to understand how girls begin to 
move away from such environments.  Despite her strong academic performance, Ellen was still 
barred from positions of academic competency and shamed for her worthy efforts.  Even my 
competency came into question in this science classroom as Mr Black seemed to associate my 
knowledge and sexed body with gendered discourses of inferiority, despite the fact that I was 
significantly more educated than he.   
Despite the girls’ apparent understanding of how masculinities are naturalized in ‘hard’ subjects, 
they report being unable to avoid being constituted as ‘soft’, a degradation that constructs them 
as lacking in these spaces.  Their agentic attempts to claim optical centring through meritorious 
academic performances fail to yield effective results.  Their awareness of the ‘untruth’ of these 
narratives does not protect the girls from what appears to be an expected acquiescence of their 
academic competence.  To what degree such repetitive, negative and inferior reflections 
influence the girls to move to spaces outside of these ‘hard’ places is something that warrants 
further consideration.  Yet, despite the fact that they all had received As in the subject, six of the 
SJB girls I spoke with had made the move from Higher Physics to ‘softer’ subjects.  They also 
expressed an increase in confident once they reached the new environment where they were 
seen in a more competent and productive light.  Despite SJBs efforts to create gender equality in 
the classroom, it may be argued that more support is needed to maintain girls’ success in the 





In this chapter we see how SJB mediates the construction of discourses of male competence and 
female incompetence in the classroom as science becomes conflated with masculinity.  As the 
‘Physics boys’ rule the science spaces through dominance and confidence, the girls find 
themselves relegated to traditional feminine positions of subordinate failure. The ability to 
deconstruct the sexism operating in the science lab as exampled by Mary and her friends, can be 
read as a display of agency in the form of disruptive resistance to a local social narrative.  They 
display forms of non-traditional femininities through their refusal to be constituted as 
subordinate.  Yet, despite their efforts to avoid constitution, and their evidence against it in the 
form of top grades, they find themselves unable to permanently displace the narrative, even in 
this progressive school.  Finding these discourses incongruent with their understanding of 
themselves, their resistance takes the form of absence as fewer and fewer girls choose to 
remain in Higher science.  Making what appears to be a gendered exodus to spaces where they 
can gain access to discourses of competency indicates an agentic resistance to internalize these 
messages of inferiority.  It may also suggest that it may be safer for them to forge their identities 
in less oppressive environments as the girls gain confidence.   
‘Hard working girl’ discourses emerge again as Sophia explains local understandings of ‘hard’ and 
‘soft’ subjects, and how these binaries become associated with the binaries of masculine and 
feminine.  The association of ‘hard’ subjects as masculine indicates to the girls that such spaces 
are not for them to occupy.  This results in the detour of girls from science; shuffling them 
instead into their recommended and feminized school spaces. The girls’ ability to recognize their 
own knowledge and skills as valuable supports them in their resistance to discourses of 
inadequacy.  How SJB’s science labs become impregnated with discourses of failure and 
inadequacy is an example of how gender inequalities are supported and normalized in the 
school environment.  Indeed, in this progressive, academically successful, middle-class, 
secondary school there are still imitations to who is seen as ‘normal’ and ‘different’ in many 
school spaces.  Physical attributes that indicate gender, race, working-class background and 
other intersectionalities can be used to construct boundaries of ‘included’ and ‘excluded.’  As 
Sophia suggests in her interview, equality ‘on paper’ exampled by ticking boxes of ‘inclusive’ 
science workshops or brightly coloured posters regarding the importance of diversity on school 
walls do not necessarily result in more equitable learning opportunities.  A more thorough 
consideration of the terms of analysis to who is constructed as ‘worthy’ or ‘successful’ in these 
spaces is necessary to expose naturalized inequalities. 
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I conclude this chapter with the suggestion that further investigation and understanding of our 
cultural assumptions is required if we hope to create a more egalitarian environment in the 
science lab. The psychological association of discourses of masculinity and science is something 
that must be untethered if equality is to be achieved in the field of science. By viewing 
essentialist theories that produce discourses of scientific rationality determining who has a right 
to participation, resources, power, and authority to wield knowledge, we can question the 
legitimacy of the ‘grand narratives’ of science (Lyotard, 1984) that obscure domination and 
inequality (Weedon, 1997) while limiting deviations (Knights and Kerfoot, 2004).  In 
delegitimizing the idea of a sovereign truth (Harding, 1996; Michele Lazar, 2005, 2007; Weedon, 
1997) in the science classroom, new space can be made for other experiences, knowledges and 











As I make my way down the glass corridor to prepare for my next focus group, I stop and observe 
the activity below.  The students are eating their lunches, some together at round tables laughing 
and smiling, teasing and fighting in reaction and reflection of each other.  There is an air of 
established tribalness to these groups.  Loaded with diversities of race, gender and social class, 
the one consistency is their distinct gender divisions. Some students are alone, seated facing 
white walls as their choice of companions possibly in hopes of less stimulating reflections.  Some 
are in motion, and I am unsure if they are trying to outrun the commitment of placing themselves 
with a tribe or if they are driven by the fear of tribal rejection. Others seem to be signalling their 
rejection of the tribal traditions by sitting in unusual places like doorframes or beneath stairwells.  
I watch as one student stops anxiously circling the common area and climbs into the stairwell den 
of another student, rolling their bodies up small and taking refuge in counter tribal safety.  This 
school reminds me of a toy ant farm where you can watch the ants through the plastic as they go 
about their lives, unaware of their positioning as voyeuristic objects.  I remember how much I 
always loved that toy and had several when I was a child, but they all resulted in an 
overwhelming feeling of personal conflict and guilt for me.  I was torn between my fascination 
with their activity and my scepticism regarding the justification of their enslavement for my 
amusement.  This dilemma always resulted in the eventual backyard release to a less restrictive 
world full of more resources and possibilities for my eusocial friends. 
Lunchtime ends and the students all scatter to their classrooms.  The halls are quiet.  I know I 
have a few minutes before my next focus group assembles, so I use this quiet time to do some 
exploring on my own.  I am very curious about the non-gendered bathrooms I have heard so 
much about, but have felt uncomfortable viewing them during passing time.  I feel a strange 
pressure on the back of my head and a tension in my shoulders as I silently slip around the corner 
to the student toilets.  I feel like I am watching myself in a movie as all my movements feel ‘on 
camera’.  My sleuth activities reveal an open room without entry doors, flanked at both sides by 
toilet stalls and a round multi-user sink in the middle.  It is a unique configuration, since both 
boys and girls enter the same, un-doored room, using the same sinks and mirrors.  There are no 
physical walls of segregation, making the expectation of shared space, tolerance and inclusion 
very active in this room.  But I am immediately confused by the language of ‘non-gendered’ as 
these toilets appear to be distinctly binary with pink girl stick figures on the doors on the left and 
blue boy stick figures on the doors to the right.  The toilet stalls are clearly gendered, but they are 
all in the same room without walls between.  I am startled by a sound at the back of the room 
and scamper back to the common area for fear of invading the privacy of a student.  I pass the 
staff bathrooms on my way back to the table. Two separate toilets.  Two separate locations.  
Two separate stick figures.  Two separate genders.  A normal replication of what we expect in 
public toilets. I feel relieved to reach the safety of the table where I have set up to conduct 
today’s meetings and take a tissue from my bag to clean away the remnants of the lunchtime 
offerings.  
Fieldnotes 9/23/2016 
In this chapter I explore concepts of gender and heteronormativity as explained through the 
interview of River, a fourteen-year-old, transgender student operating outside the boundaries of 
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conformity in their school community.  Reflected through the space of the school’s newly 
constructed non-gendered toilets, I consider how categories of gender and sexual orientation 
are established and maintained as the school’s progressive action in incorporating gender-
neutral toilets enables the construction of a space in which normative gender binaries can be 
recognized, contested and challenged.  I argue that as the school strives to reach more 
progressive forms of inclusivity for students such as River they unintentionally re-establish the 
boundaries of ‘normal’ regarding gender and sexuality.   Unable to step outside the gendered 
frameworks of dualistic binary thinking the school habitually recreates the same frameworks in 
their ‘non-gendered’ toilets.  The school’s inability to see outside the frameworks of socially 
normalized gender and sexuality, despite their heroic intentions to do so, indicates the degree of 
entrenchment these forms of social construction have on our collective understandings of 
gender and sexuality.  It also illustrates how schools unknowingly contribute to the production 
and reification of gender discourses, mediating narratives of dominant culture that result in 
unequal forms of social power based on gender and sexuality.   
The design of SBJ’s non-gendered toilets poetically illustrates how difficult it is to disrupt the 
narratives that normalize binary gender categories and their resulting power hierarchies; it 
simultaneously activates the categories of ‘normal’ and ‘abnormal’.  Through the construction of 
the toilet spaces the question of where to place those who do not conform to these normative 
narratives is evoked.  It exposes the taken-for-granted local knowledge of the expectation and 
naturalization of a world of two genders and one sexuality.  The result is the revelation of a brick 
and mortar surface of emergence of discourse orientation (Foucault, 1977) that strongly 
reinforces and reproduces social norms.  The distortion between the school’s goal of social 
progression and the resulting social reproduction is manifested through boy and girl stick figures 
on stall doors.  No space is left in between for non-binary students to navigate and negotiate the 
social disciplines that maintain the gender divide.   
River’s non-binary existence illuminates the spaces between gender polarities, exposing a false 
permanency and disrupting the optical centring of two distinct gender categories that exist in 
binary relationship to each other.  The suggestion of a between location or ‘trans’ gender 
directly questions the legitimacy and permanency of the two gendered positions while troubling 
the naturalization of aligning one’s identity with one’s assigned birth sex.  The concept of gender 
as variant delegitimizes such essentialist narratives.  In questioning the legitimacy of normative 
social knowledge, River challenges the powerful, privilege wielding, heteronormative discourses 
that serve as vehicles to the power to police ‘non-normal’ performances while maintaining social 
dominance and legitimacy.  River’s resistance and disruption can be read as agentic as they 
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attempt to create new positionings outside traditional narratives.  How River challenges the 
power behind the naturalized notions of gender categories and heteronormativity, exposes the 
school’s attempt at progressive inclusion as a reproduction of status-quo.  How River approaches 
and makes meaning of their experience further illuminates the spaces outside the boxes of pink 
and blue stalls.  
 
Observing River:  Ms Hale’s 4th year Modern Studies class 
As I sit alone in the back of the classroom, watching the students file in, I notice a kind of 
atmospheric tension developing.  It seems as if black clouds are rolling in with the students, 
matching their mood to the dreary Scottish weather outside the classroom windows.  I scan their 
faces for clues to the tense and sombre mood, but their faces are blank and their eyes are on 
their desk materials.  Only one student, a tall, thin, pale-skinned boy with brightly coloured 
ginger hair has his head up and is animated as he enters the room.  His voice is raised, but he 
does not seem to be speaking to anyone specifically.  He appears motivated to gain the attention 
of others through his speech, but his efforts are not successful as the other students carry on 
without acknowledgement.  I am puzzled as to why this aggressive boy is met with less social 
support than other boys I’ve observed attempting to rule the hierarchy.   
The teacher, Ms Hale, is also a bit out-of-sorts upon arrival, and greets me with an apology for 
being late.  She has been trying to deal with some problems in the staff room.  She explains that 
the department she heads is made up of mostly young, male teachers and two older females.  
The women have been complaining to her about how they are treated by the men, being 
disrespected, ignored or disregarded.  The women report their male counterparts take over the 
room, its resources and the computers, with no regard for their working needs.  The men often 
speak about inappropriate subjects, using rude or lewd language, making the women 
uncomfortable in their work environment.  Ms Hale is very angry at the men’s behaviour and is 
even more frustrated that despite the many complaints to the administration, nothing has been 
done to remedy the situation.  She feels it sends a message to the men that they are allowed to 
behave badly and that the female staff have less rights than the males.  I ask why the teachers 
don’t just call the men out on their behaviour and make them stop.  She said the women are 
afraid they will be seen as aggressive, and they don’t want to deal with the conflict it would 
create.  They don’t want to jeopardize their reputations or possibly their jobs.  I quietly reflected 
on the idea that the same battles I observe the girls fighting in the classroom are still being 
fought, decades later, in the staff room. 
Ms Hale takes a deep breath to manage her annoyance and refocus on her class.  She calls out to 
the class in a voice still slightly racked with frustration and fatigue, ‘Please get out the materials 
you need to do your presentations today.’ Then turns quickly to me and says in a low voice, 
‘There is one student I should warn you about in this class.  He is very disruptive and I constantly 
have to redirect him and repeat instructions for him.  He is very disrespectful of others. He is 
called Martin.’ She raises her eyes to indicate the student, and I followed her gaze to the loud, 
ginger-haired boy who is busy attempting to interact with the girl next to him as she tries to 
prepare her work.  The girl’s discomfort at his attentions is visible, but she does not respond or 
make eye contact. My heart goes out to her trying to manage his attempts to dominate her 
attention when she is probably already nervous about her report. 
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Presenting in front of the class is the obvious explanation for the dark cloud of discontent that 
has swept in over the heads of the students.  Suddenly the glass walls increase their focus to the 
level of a microscope.  Everything is now up for normative judgement: not just your academic 
work, but your physicality: clothes, hair, voice.  The intensity fuels a palpable dread among the 
students.  The first presentation is on the UN and is comprised of two girls and two boys.  One of 
the girls attempts to avoid the spotlight by taking charge of the technological side of the 
presentation, seating herself safely behind the teacher’s desk to have access to the computer.  
The other girl holds her ground in front of the class with the two boys, head up and shoulders 
back, but her anxiety leaks out of her voice.  One of the two boys seems a bit anxious as well, but 
speaks out and quickly finishes his response while standing behind the other boy.  The second boy 
finishes the presentation speaking confidently, engaging with his audience with an air of 
expectation of approval.  As he concludes his speech he smiles a broad, charming grin that 
suggests he is accustomed to positive reflections and then pauses after completion as if he is 
waiting for applause.  It appears that approval is a common experience for him.  He did not seem 
to expect anything less.  Almost on cue, several boys begin to clap and congratulate their friend.  
Martin’s voice can be heard above the rest.  Ms Hale stops the outburst by calling up the next 
group.   
The next three girls present on NATO.  They have a very solid report and present it well, yet the 
quavering in their voices betrays a lack of confidence. Judging this as a weakness, several boys 
turn their gaze away from the presenters in a possible show of power through lack of interest.  
The group has gone an extra length to create a quiz at the end of their presentation.  They ask for 
a show of hands from the audience for answers and turn the quiz into a game.  Once they begin 
interacting with their peers they become more animated and confident and their voices become 
stronger.  Perhaps the focus of the microscope doesn’t feel so intense once it expands to the size 
of the room.  Almost every girl in the class raises their hand to answer the quiz questions and 
shows approval and support for the group’s game, smiling and interacting. Not one boy raises 
their hand to participate.  They do not smile or support the efforts of this group.  They appear 
sullen and frustrated as if the good work of this group somehow reflects negatively on their own. 
Ms Hale has to direct Martin to stop making rude comments.  Yet, there remains an air of 
excitement in this moment for the girls which I share.  It is one of the few times I have observed 
the majority of girls in the classroom openly interacting, raising their hands, smiling and speaking 
out; seeming to enjoy the extra challenge.  I wonder what has facilitated this rara avis searching 
the scene for clues.  What facilitated this temporary shift in the power of the gender hierarchy of 
this classroom?  Do the girls facilitating the quiz have higher social capital or is it related to the 
safe space this teacher creates in her classroom, or is it something else I can’t recognize? Ms Hale 
calls time on the activity, but the excitement of the quiz has created a safe moment for two girls 
to begin joking with each other about who has given more correct answers to the quiz.  All the 
girls join in with a comment or a smile as the two girls play at inhabiting masculine positionings 
of competence and one-upmanship. Ms Hale, impatient to start the next group, snaps at the quiz 
facilitators, ‘See this is what happens when you use those kind of teaching techniques!’  The 
smiles drop from the presenting girls’ faces so hard and fast you can almost hear the sound of 
their impact with the floor.  Replaced by a look that combines confusion, shame, and betrayal; I 
watch their pride drain away as the room goes back to an empty silence and the homeostasis of 
the power hierarchy is re-established.  The magic is broken as the perceived chaos of the girls’ 
enthusiasm is corralled back to passivity.  There is no applause.   
The final report for the day is presented by a lone student. Ms Hale explains to me later that this 
student has missed a lot of class, so they have no group to work with.  I am not initially sure 
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whether this student is male or female.  They are dressed in jeans and a flannel shirt with a 
shoulder length blunt haircut and no makeup.  I think back to my discussion with Mr MacKay 
regarding the discontinuation of school uniforms resulting in greater expressions of student 
diversity.  It occurs to me that traditional school uniforms would be an obstacle to the androgyny 
expressed by this student.  Their style is very epicene with no attempt at performing femininities 
in dress or mannerisms, but the higher resonance of their voice makes me suspect this person is 
female.  They present their report with confidence, and with a no-nonsense air.  They make little 
eye contact with the audience, but instead, focus on their material. While the boy in the first 
group seemed to expect approval, this student seems to want their audience to know they are in 
no need of it.  They finish explaining their work and sit back down, appearing uninterested in the 
response of their peers.  This no-nonsense approach appears to work as the presenter receives no 
visibly or verbally expressed judgement, other than Martin who spends the whole report shifting 
in his seat and rolling his eyes at other students to show his disdain for the speaker.  It is almost 
as if this student’s obvious uninterest and rejection of their peers’ reflections takes the power to 
police their behaviour away from others as Martin’s negative publicity campaign fails to drum up 
sufficient consensus to censure the presenter’s non-conforming behaviour. I am immediately 
fascinated by this student, based on the agency displayed in their ability to deflect some degree 
of social expectation and judgement regarding normativity in this community of practice.  Ms 
Hale explains to me after class that this student identifies as gender neutral, is called River and 
goes by the pronouns ‘they/them’.  It is clear to me that Ms Hale likes River as she smiles when 
she remarks about what a good student they are.  I ask the teacher if she thinks River would be 
interested in being interviewed.  Ms Hale says she is sure they would as gender is an issue they 
are always quite keen to discuss.   
Fieldnotes 10/1/2015 
As the events in this classroom unfold we can view a myriad of performances of femininities by 
the girls: traditional feminine passivities and ‘hard-working’ student discourses are evoked.  Of 
significance is the importance of social support to the quiz presenters as their courage to 
position themselves as successful seems to increase with the amount of positive support they 
receive from their classmates.  The emergence of a supportive group narrative could be the 
catalyst that allows two of the quiz participants to attempt to enact masculine discourses of 
success and competence.  Unfortunately, despite the fact that these attempts are carefully and 
submissively disguised in a Trojan horse of humour, they are still thwarted; policed by the 
teacher.  Regularly barred from such narratives, girls’ corresponding apprehension of their right 
to occupy positions of confidence and success can be seen as habitual.  They can become a 
learned response to the consensus of social knowledge that regularly limits their agency; even 
when they have gone beyond what was required for a successful presentation, as exemplified by 
the quiz group.   
Also of significance is how masculinities emerge in this classroom to carefully guard and police 
who is allowed access to acknowledged discourses of success, with Martin in the lead.  Only one 
presenter, the confident boy, is rewarded with applause as the perceived superiority of his 
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performance reifies his right to discourses of success while simultaneously barring others. The 
relationship between gender and power is revealed in the classroom hierarchy as the boys work 
to maintain the right to police the status quo that normalizes their dominance through a gaze of 
surveillance.  As the ‘Quiz girls’ begin to recognize their potential access to a narrative of 
success, they display behavioural indicators of increased confidence in their own abilities.   As 
the classroom power hierarchy begins to shift in the direction of the ‘Quiz girls’ they seem to 
expand into the space of the room, moving comfortably with their bodies and voices. As the girls 
begin to display agency resulting in positive recognition, the boys’ sense a challenge to their 
privilege to govern the power hierarchy.  The boys mount a tactical, collective counter to 
attempt to bar the girls’ access to the narratives of success that are normally reserved for 
themselves.  The boys attempt to negate the success and power of the ‘Quiz girls’ by refusing to 
participate, feigning disinterest to signal to the girls the illegitimacy of their performance.   
With a larger percentage of girls participating in the knowledge construction of this classroom, it 
appears possible that they might be able to develop and maintain their own narrative of success, 
until it is arrested by the teacher and the hierarchy is restored. The privilege to disrupt the 
emerging social narratives of the girls’ access to success and confidence is a powerful weapon, 
often wielded by the boys and supported in educational institutions. As these boys become 
caught in dualistic notions of confidence/deference they appear to fear losing a perceived, zero-
sum-game where the success of the one group decreases the privilege of the other.  This 
reaction seems to support Hill-Collins’s (1990) suggestion that oppression and privilege exist in 
relation to each other.  River appears aware of this weapon, based on their own experience of 
moving outside traditional spaces, and attempts to disempower it by refusing credence to the 
narrative.  With an advanced understanding of the social construction of gender, River’s life 
outside the boundaries of ‘normal’ has given them a reflexive and potentially subversive 
perspective to recognize the impermanence of such narratives and challenge their 
presuppositions. Recognizing the gender binaries operating in the school’s pedagogic practices, 
River activates agency through resistance by openly challenging and opposing the mediating 
discourses. 
 
River’s focus group 
River and Sheena round the corner of the common area to join me for their focus group.  
Laughing and joking with each other as they approach, I am immediately impressed with the joy, 
energy and exuberance of their friendship.  There is a comedy-duo sense of mirth throughout 
their interview as these two students laugh and celebrate their escapades and experiences 
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through the positive reflection of each other.  Sheena, a tall, athletic, person of colour and self-
identified third culture kid from Uganda, and River, an androgynous looking, non-binary 
identified, white, Scottish student, tell me they have been good friends for about two years.  I 
am touched by how genuinely supportive and non-judgmental they are with each other.  I think 
about the unique intersectionalities of these two students and wonder at the myriad of ways 
they must be regularly ‘othered’ in their school community.  Yet both have a sense of confidence 
and ease with their own identity as well as each other’s.  According to Davies (1991), individuals 
who are aware of the plurality and contradictions of discursive constitution are more likely to 
find ways to deconstruct and resist being constituted by them. I consider the possibility that part 
of their bonding might be rooted in their shared awareness or ‘witnessing’ of the fluidity of 
spaces they have both inhabited outside of the norm in their educational community.  Through 
their ability to deconstruct the notion of a single, unified truth and support each other outside 
those traditional positionings, they find and share an experience of subversive freedom from 
limiting social discourses.  River’s significantly more animated and comfortable performance in 
the focus group makes me suspect that their uninterested and apathetic attitude to the social 
judgement of their classroom peers during their presentation must have been heavily weighted 
with feelings of oppression. River has also changed their physical look since their presentation 
last month.  Instead of the androgynous style they expressed when presenting in front of the 
class, they now wear the current girl fashion of leggings and a sweater with shorter, ‘buzz-cut’ 
hair and a bit of makeup. 
River confidently begins the focus group by explaining themselves as transgender and requests 
the pronouns of it/they/their/them. I am fascinated by River’s swift self-synopsis - almost like a 
prelude description of a character in a novel.  I quickly reflect on myself to consider if my 
presentation may have evoked feelings of judgement for River that triggered this explanation.  It 
occurs to me that this reaction from River may just be a conditioned reflex to a learned, routine 
experience of expecting and refusing judgement for performing outside optical frameworks.  
River quickly explains the optics of their own story in order to claim its validity.  The action 
seems to indicate the importance they place on others’ understanding of their awareness of 
their ‘abject other’ social positioning and their comfort level outside the boundaries of ‘normal’ 
(Butler, 1992).  River’s prelude signals a potentially tactical circumvention of any attempts I 
might make, as a stranger, to define their positioning through my historic life experience.  I read 
this action as an agentic effort to maintaining their own power to define themselves.  River sets 
out a clear narrative of their own reality before normative social expectations can usurp their 
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right and their authority and autonomy to make meaning of their experience.  I see River’s 
style…and I like it.   
I begin the focus group by asking the two students what they liked best about their school: 
River: I have three things that are very important to me at this school and one is how they 
treat people like me.  Because we have gender neutral toilets and no uniforms…(River is 
interrupted) 
Sheena:  I HATE the toilets!!! 
River: Oh they are disgusting!  The toilets here are so gross, but at least they have gender 
neutral. 
Sheena:  I thought it was a pretty good idea of having non-gendered toilets, but they sort of 
diminished that plan by putting the pink stickers and the blue stickers on either side.  So 
what’s the point of having the bathrooms right next to each other when they are going 
to say that we can’t go into that side? 
River: Oh!  I get so, so annoyed at this.  Now they are thinking of introducing…I talked to my 
trans counsellor about this and they got very, very angry about it instantly.  They are 
thinking of introducing special binary trans toilets.  So like a special toilet for trans guys 
and a special toilet for trans girls, and it’s kind of offensive because it’s treating them like 
they are not girls and they are not guys. 
Sheena: But then again…the benefits of that…you get like your own private bathroom! 
River: Yea…it’s just like…I don’t know…they keep saying that they’re gonna…but they haven’t 
even asked any trans students at all about any of it.  It’s us they are doing it for, but if we 
don’t want them to do it then why are they doing it? 
Focus group 12/3/2015 
Few spaces are as highly gendered as toilets.  A physical space that divides and categorizes, 
saturated with historical social and political meaning: they and can become hypergenderized.  
One of the few public spaces left in our society that still maintains literal segregation, these 
spaces can also be dangerous as fixed categories of sexual orientation reify themselves, policing 
and empowering gendered binaries.  How communities of practice recognize and support these 
spaces can be a powerful statement to those who are positioned outside heteronormativity 
(Foucault, 1990; Hopfl and Matilal, 2007). River recognizes the importance of the school’s 
intentions of social inclusion in the creation non-gendered toilets, but also expresses concern.  
They view the preservation of the gendered binary as suspect, displaying a limited 
understanding by SJB about the social construction of gender.  Recognizing that the pink and 
blue binary reconstruction does more to highlight difference than it does to create equality, 
River sees the school’s political motivation to been seen as progressive as a greater priority than 
their understanding of social inclusion.  The school’s lack of inquiry into the expectations and 
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needs of those represented by these actions only serves to potentially disempower their 
authority to speak to their own experience.  
Slater, Jones and Procter (2016) consider the socio-cultural history of toilets suggesting that they 
are seen as civilizing sites (Elias, 1978), therefore troubling relationships with certain bodies or 
identities, such as queer or disabled, causing them to be viewed as out of place in these spaces.  
Utilizing data from a collaborative research project with queer, trans and disabled people called 
Around the Toilet (Aroundthetoilet, 2016), they explore how the socio-cultural histories of 
toileting spaces, including a history of racial segregation, inform individual identities by 
confirming or denying them. Toilets, in other words, construct a physical design around social 
ideals of normative bodies.  They write, ‘The ways in which we learn lessons of civilisation about 
our bodies through the toilet always vary dependent upon social positioning’ (p 5).  As we 
consider the political significance of toilets and the gender segregation that evokes the biology-
based criteria of the sexualisation of bodies, the threat of unruly bodies permeates these spaces 
(Erevelles, 2000).  Toilets become policed by socially normative expectations, constraining 
autonomy as disciplinary practices regulate bathroom behaviours (Millei and Cliff, 2013; Slater, 
Jones and Proctor, 2016).  
We argue that it is not just ‘the body’ that threatens the school (Paechter 2004), but 
particularly bodies that transgress boundaries: ‘uncivilised’ leaky bodies that do not 
toilet in the ways that we want them to (Liddiard and Slater, forthcoming); trans or 
intersex bodies that do not ‘fit’, or have moved between binary gendered categories 
(presumed to be stable); and sexualised, particularly queer sexual bodies (or bodies 
perceived to be queer) that look at other penises. Yet the ways that these bodies are 
dealt with, and the subsequent lessons that they learn, differ.  
(Slater, Jones and Proctor, 2016; p 9) 
Despite SJB’s best intentions when designing non-gendered toilets, the signage on the toilet 
doors actively produces categories of gender binaries as normal, centring their binary optics 
while reifying their duality. Such actions work to obstruct and corrupt anything that occurs 
outside these naturalizing frameworks, resulting in lessons of shame for diverse bodies, based 
on the obscuring and usurping nature of binary thinking. River’s identity and their trans toilet are 
both constructed as ‘other’; seen as an unusual circumstance that disrupts normalizing 
frameworks of acceptable identity in the school community (Loutzenheiser and MacIntosh, 
2004).  Troubling the gender binary of straight and gay and shattering the categories used for 
social organization into multiple positions (Butler, 1993), River discredits fixed identity markers 
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of normative sexuality while breaking the silence of the unspoken dominance and privilege of 
heteronormativity.  With pink girl stick figures to the left, and blue boy stick figures to the right, 
River must decide how to assimilate to the normative options that they have been fighting their 
whole life as they navigate cultural roles and subjectivities that exclude and erase their right to 
their own identity (Loutzenheiser and MacIntosh, 2004). 
 
River’s interview 
About a month later I meet with River for an individual interview.  Dressed in jeans, Doc Martins 
and a big pink sweater with sparkly ‘Ziggy Stardust’ eye makeup, River, who a few months prior 
spent most of their time at school trying to avoid the notice of their peers is clearly becoming 
more confident in expressing who they are.  They told me: 
Gender is like, totally and absolutely a construct that society has created to put us in 
these boxes so that they can treat people different ways.  Which I think is ridiculous.  
You know, it seems like sexism wouldn’t exist if we didn’t have genders.  And sexism is 
an awful thing.  And I think gender is a tricky thing, because some people really like to 
identify with stuff, but some people like me, we just…I don’t know.  It doesn’t make that 
much sense to me to put myself in a box and be treated a certain way because of the 
box I put myself in…Being a girl…That’s not a thing for me. I just explain it as gender is 
not a thing for me.  In my head I’ve separated myself from it.  
Interview 12/8/2015 
Recognising the limitations that comes with social construction, River places themselves outside 
of the binary boundaries in an attempt to maintain control of their own identity.  River describes 
experiencing the realization that they weren’t really a girl around the age of seven.  At this age, 
River identifies as gay when they realize they have a crush on a girl in their primary school, but 
“kept it under wraps for a few years” as they weren’t sure how to describe themselves to others.  
River confides their crush to their best girlfriend whose response was, ‘What?!  What do you 
mean?  You can’t do that!’  When faced with the voices of dissent from a hegemonic system 
where the status quo of heteronormativity is taken for granted (Wenger, 1998), River continues 
to push against the naturalized binaries that attempt to structure their behaviour and threaten 
their marginalization.  River shuns the idea that gender is a natural part of their internal 
understanding of themselves and instead, views it as an external intrusion of recognition 
wrought with the limiting prejudices of others (Ridgeway, 1997).  Their determination to claim 
their own identity often places River in opposition to socially constructed gender categories, 
sometimes resulting in being ostracised and pathologized by teachers and peers through the 
unexpected fluidity of the process. 
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When I first kind of came out properly I wore super masculine clothes and I had my hair 
cut short.  I wore boys’ jeans and like, I don’t know.  I guess that I kind of had 
internalized transphobia.  I tried to act really masculine, because I felt like people 
wouldn’t treat me seriously at all.  I’ve got to be masculine, because people have got to 
believe me and people have got to accept me.  I’ll hang out with guys!  I will play 
football!  I will play FIFA!  You know, I’ll cut my hair short, and I will wear the same 
clothes as them. ‘Cause I thought that maybe if I hang out with them they will like me.  
Yea.  They were just…in the end they made me cry a lot, because they weren’t very nice 
people.  And they are still not very nice to me, but I don’t really care. That went on for 
about a year and it was the worse year of my life! (River laughs.) They were okayish with 
me being gay.  The second I came out as gay they all started talking to me, and I just 
realized how awful they were!  The minute I came out as trans there were all these 
awkward questions.  You know, ‘Are you going to get THE surgery?  And I was just like, 
why did I put myself through a year of that?  I don’t care about you anymore! 
Interview 12/8/2015 
As heterosexual males are considered the default position, River’s gender fluidity threatens to 
decentralize and destabilize the optical centring of this discursive framework.  According to 
Bondi (1990) colonized ideas of gender create and support male privilege through allegiance to 
manhood.  Individuals practicing outside these binaries are required to explain and justify their 
choices.  As discussed by Thorn (1993), adolescence is a time where heterosexual rituals are 
codified and normalized.  It is an age when individuals are being defined as sexual actors, 
institutional social knowledge is heavily permeated with discourses of heteronormativity, 
particularly for girls as romantic relationships begin to inform social positioning. Non-binary 
students such as River and LGBT youth have few school-based rituals to reify their experiences, 
as success is defined by conformity to binary forms of heteronormativity (Young, 2005). 
Attempting to perform traditional masculinities, River hopes to form a more comfortable 
identity in the male group membership.  However, River’s performance is rejected as not 
convincing or competent by the male community (Wenger, 1998) as the non-binary, ambiguous 
sexed subject position of ‘trans’ creates a space of ‘betweeness’ that threatens the group’s 
boundaries and stability (Nelson, 1999).  River recognizes their attempts to experience 
themselves through the reification of the boys as a failed attempt to establish a group identity 
and abandons the goal of membership with the group of males.   
Understanding and verbally stating their denial of binaries seems to give River agency through 
the ability to deconstruct with language.  Recognizing the boys’ attempts to establish their own 
identities by ‘othering’ and drawing boundaries that place River outside (Hey, 1997), River does 
not consider this experience as a loss.  Their understanding of the motivation of the boys to 
reduce their own anxiety by making the world ‘as it should be’ according to established binaries 
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gives River a sense of moral superiority and allows them to maintain their own agency and value 
in the face of the boys’ devaluing behaviour.  River is also marginalized and censured in their 
attempts to join the female group in their dance and swim class.  River is aware of the attempts 
to position them in traditional femininities and steps outside that particular homogenous 
gendered narrative in order to resist external social control and maintain their sense of agency 
over their own identity.   
When I first came out I kind of got kicked out of my swimming class because they were 
like, we’re not going to let you get dressed in the girls changing rooms anymore because 
that’s weird.  And that was only when I came out as gay, because that’s like not good at 
all.  It was kind of…I could feel all the girls in the changing room, they all went to the side 
away from me.  The people in charge were like, ‘We really don’t know if it’s good for you 
to be here.’  They didn’t really seem that sorry about it.  They kind of just were maybe 
it’s not too good that you are here right now.  And I didn’t want to be there anyway.  But 
I haven’t been swimming in 3 years, which is kind of sad.  And I was really good at 
swimming.  I…you know…I got badges and things, and it was super fun and really healthy 
and then it just….they were kind of rude to me and I left.  Same with my dance class 
actually.  I wanted to dance.  You know how they make the girls dance in leotards and 
the guys dance in t-shirt and shorts? And I wanted to dance in a t-shirt and shorts, 
because it’s just what I felt more comfortable in. It’s not even like I wanted to be a guy.  
It’s just what I felt more comfortable in.  I feel like, way more comfortable, even if you 
let me wear like a leotard and a t-shirt. I don’t care.  And they were just like, ‘No!’ and 
then when I cut my hair short they were kind of like, ‘Hmmmmm…maybe you shouldn’t 
be a dancer.  Maybe you should look into something different.’  And they were also 
really rude. They made everyone shave their armpit hair.  They were like those kind of 
people.  Yea, and because we were about to do a show and obviously the leotards didn’t 
cover your arm pits. And they made every one shave their armpits.  They were like, 
‘We’d like you to go home and shave your armpit hair.’  It was the first time I’d ever 
shaved my armpit hair, and I cried and I like, hated them after that.  I was 10!  I was like, 
‘I’m 10!  I shouldn’t have to shave my armpits!’  It was really weird.  But they were like, 
‘People just might laugh at you.’ And I was like, ‘What?!’ They were bad people!  And 
there was only going to be our parents in the audience.  They’ve like, grown up with us!  
They don’t care about our armpit hair…yea, when you are 10.  It was the weirdest thing, 
and I just didn’t want to go back.     
Interview 12/8/2015 
Unwilling to perform within the confines of acceptable femininities, River is also ostracised by 
the community they were assigned at birth, as a world of gender binaries limits their options to 
pink or blue.  River’s resistance to naturalized binary discourses only strengthens as they are 
marginalized and ostracised from another ‘normal’ community.  Recognizing the traditional 
narratives available to those born in a body categorized as female, River comes to believe that 
there are very few positions of subjectivity available to them that they can comfortably inhabit 
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(Walkerdine, 2001) as binary essentialism based on sex category remains optically centred as 
normal in River’s life experience and the signage of their school toilets. 
Westbrook and Schilt (2014) explore the social practice of categorizing the gender of others, by 
reviewing public debates on transgender employment rights, eligibility for competitive sports 
and the changing of sex marker on birth certificates.  They suggest that gender-integrated spaces 
more often utilize identity-based criteria, while segregated spaces like bathrooms are more likely 
to utilize biology-based criteria. Therefore, non-segregated public spaces such as women’s 
toilets evoke a higher level of scrutiny.  Invoking the permanency of traditionally rigid gender 
binaries with females as vulnerable and males as dangerous, normalizes and legitimizes 
heterosexuality, ensuing in a biology-based “gender panic” (p 34).  Westbrook and Schilt (2014) 
found that genitalia was the main determiner of gender in all the cases they reviewed.  
Suggesting that penises rather than chromosomes are the main focus in gender determination in 
these cases, as male bodies are seen as dangerous to women’s bodies and have the potential to 
disrupt the safety of these segregated spaces.  
Conversely, men, or more specifically penises, are imagined as sources of constant 
threat to woman and children, an idea that reinforces construction of heterosexual male 
desire as natural and uncontrollable.  Women-only spaces, then, can be framed as 
androphobic and, as a result, heterophobic, due to the assumed inability of women to 
protect themselves from men combined with the assumption that all men are potential 
rapists.  These ideas carry enough cultural power to temper institutional validation of 
identity-based determination of gender.  What people are attempting to protect in these 
moments of ideological collision, we suggest, is not just women, but also the binary logic 
that gender-segregated spaces are predicated on and (re)produce.  
(Westbrook and Schilt, 2014; p 46) 
Suggesting that women are weaker and more susceptible to sexual assault while conflating 
transgenderism with sexual deviance, these arguments shift what are assumed to be nonsexual 
spaces, such as women’s toilets into heterosexual spaces.  They may also suggest that such 
forms of moral panic presenting gender as the central concern may be obscuring how sexuality 
and power drive such panic.   
Within this heteronormative logic, all bodies with male anatomies, regardless of gender 
identity, desire female bodies, and many of them (enough to elicit concern from the 
public) are willing to use force to get access to those bodies 
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 (Westbrook and Schilt, 2014; p 48)   
Under the same logic, trans-men and trans-women are policed based on whether or not they 
were born with and still maintain a penis.  People lacking penises are seen as vulnerable.  People 
with penises are seen as dangerous.  There is little public outcry against trans-men sharing a 
toilet with cis-men as trans-men are seen as victims rather than threats in the cultural 
constructions of masculinities.  ‘Thus, because of gender inequality, the criteria for the category 
“man” are much less strict than those for the category “woman,” at least for access to gender-
segregated spaces’ (Westbrook and Schilt, 2014; p 52). 
River explains their experience of challenging gender categorization in the school environment: 
Oh yes!  When I first came out I was in S2 and my science teacher at the time…he was 
just awful.  He actually had a meeting with my parents and me the week before.  And 
they asked him, ‘Hey could you maybe use this name and this pronoun and just make 
sure you do that?’  My name on the register wasn’t changed at that point because the 
register people were kind of awful.  They take forever to change things.  And when I 
actually went to them and started getting angry it took them one minute.  One minute!!  
After 2 months!  And you know, he kept misgendering me and he called me by my birth 
name.  And I was like, ‘Hey, can you just not?’ like, ‘Hey that’s just really rude.’ Because 
everyone in my class was like…kind of…you could sense how uneasy they were about 
everything and how they were like, ‘Let’s not do that!’  ummmm…they were very 
supportive.  And then he kept doing it, and I started crying and left the room.  And then 
he had the nerve to ask me what was wrong.  And I was like, ‘What do you think was 
wrong?  I just spent an hour being misgendered by you!’  He was actually my favourite 
teacher before that.  It was awful.  I was like, ‘Dude!  I put my faith in you and you let me 
down!’  It was just mmmm….he didn’t really apologize.  I just didn’t go to his class for 
like 3 months and then just like…I don’t have to have him as a teacher anymore, because 
I didn’t take Physics which is what he teaches. 
Interview 12/8/2015  
River recognizes the political importance of binary categories and their relationship to power.  
Moving from label to label, attempting to find a definable positioning they can comfortably 
inhabit without giving up agency, River becomes cautious of the binary ‘boxes’ that people use 
to categorize and limit others.  As River realizes the historic complexity of labels such as 
‘transgender’ which are still relational ‘others’ to heteronormativity, they try to find a place 
beyond binary.  River continues to question the legitimacy of gender binaries and becomes open 
again to reconfiguration (Butler, 1995). Choosing what feels agentic over limiting; River’s 
political identity becomes as fluid as their gender.  Where cis-gendered males find safety and 
power in social normativity, River finds it in a socially illusive fluidity that cannot be categorized 
or boxed by others.  This ‘catch me if you can’ agency allows River strength and agility as they 
navigate their life experiences, rejecting and disrupting binaries, thwarting attempts to create 
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and justify such dualistic categories (Flax, 1995).  Unfortunately, this does not fully insulate River 
from being constituted by them. 
And then online I use ‘It’ because actually, people used to call me ‘It’ as, like a really 
offensive thing.  They were like, ‘Oh, ‘It’s coming over here again!’ so I just thought if I 
use those as my pronouns it won’t offend me anymore because it will be my pronouns 
and I’ll be like, ‘Hey, thank you! That’s the right pronouns.’ So I use those sometimes, 
but honestly, I kind of don’t mind as much anymore like, I’m just kind of fine with all 
pronouns.   Pronouns are like a really big thing for some people, but also I get really 
annoyed when people say male pronouns or female pronouns because your pronouns 
do not equal your gender.  I have a friend who is gender queer; he uses he/him 
pronouns.   I have a friend and she is a guy and she uses she/her pronouns and you 
know, it just kind of depends on what people are more comfortable with.  Yea.   
Interview 12/8/2015 
According to Bourdieu (1991) the act of naming is very powerful.  It performs a function of 
alerting us and our communities of practice which categories we are placed in and what the 
behavioural expectations, privileges and limitations are for that group.   ‘Once named, the 
individual is socially and politically marginalized’ as the very act of naming can transmit power or 
thwart it (Loutzenheiser and MacIntosh, 2004, p 152).  Queer bodies are identified through 
silence; they are kept private and marginalized by the public acts they do not participate in, 
complicated by intersectionalities such as race and class, limiting their power through abject 
social positioning. 
What one is called or named, and how one chooses to identify oneself is acknowledged 
as a vital component of agency and citizenship, and of pedagogies that reach more 
students. Relying on readings of schools that complicate, disrupt, and note the erasures 
inherent within the construction of private (i.e., sexuality) and public (i.e., 
heteronormative schools realms) invites educators to focus on what is present and 
evident, as well as what is hidden or silent. We argue that queer theories and the 
queering of theory offers curricular and pedagogical studies as sites of contestation that 
may, in turn, open up pedagogical and curricular projects and unsettle 
heteronormativity in schooling.  
(Loutzenheiser and MacIntosh, 2004; p 154) 
River recognizes the power of this act and rails against it, even legally changing their birth name, 
in an act of defying the categories created by binaries.  River begins to accept and embrace a 
certain degree of marginalization and redeploys language to take control of the meaning of the 
negative pronouns ‘it’.  River expresses a determination to avoid the concepts of binary gender 
as a part of their identity and strives to see themselves and their success outside of the male 
gaze of a patriarchal system. Avoiding emphasised femininities and cycling through identities of: 
gay, not a girl, not a boy, and trans, River remains determined to find their own positioning and 
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corresponding power. Struggling to define themselves outside of the gendered binary term of 
heteronormativity,  River’s fluidity is challenged as even the category of ‘trans’ constructs a 
binary and indicates a limbo between two genders.  According to Pipher (1994), there is a deficit 
of language to fully articulate experiences of sexism and stereotypes.  Expressing discomfort at 
being outside an acknowledged community, River begins to search for information online to help 
them shift between and manoeuvre through identities, looking for socially acknowledged 
alternative communities to find safety, support and legitimation of their experience. 
Every Tuesday I go to Beyond Gender.  Which is like this really great youth group thing 
for loads of trans people.  I think it’s for 12-25 year olds.  And it’s just the most fun thing.  
I’ve learned a lot from it.  They do workshops and stuff.  I think just knowing that there 
are other people kind of going through what you are going through gives you a lot of 
strength.  And you know, I don’t care because I don’t have to be friends with you and I 
don’t have to treat you nice if you are going to treat me badly!  I have loads of friends 
who all treat me wonderfully and who all you know, respect me and know exactly what I 
am going through.  And why would I choose to be around you when I could do and see 
them.  You know, just…yea.  I think that’s quite a big thing, and ummmm…also just social 
media a lot.  Because that’s how I found out about being trans and things.  And it is 
actually really supportive sometimes because you can meet great friends on there.  I 
have so many friends from so many different places who are trans…who are gay and 
things.  It’s just, you know, when you can just go and talk with those people and skype 
with them and stuff and forget about those people who are awful to you.  It’s nice.  It’s 
good…And I think now-a-days a lot more younger people are coming out and stuff 
because it’s a bit safer and there’s more awareness and a lot more stuff online which is 
how I found out about being gender queer or trans was even a thing.  I was never told 
about it.  I didn’t even know what being gay was.  And you know, like, when I found out I 
instantly had like this moment of just…that’s me! (River laughs.)  You know like, woe!  
Like that exists and that’s a cool thing that people actually are.  I’m not just weird.  I’m 
like, yea. I think it was super cool to have that realization that there was actually a kind 
of, not a box, but a community that I kind of felt more safe in.  I’ve just, over the past, 
kind of, half a year, you know, I’ve been so much more confident with things and I’ve 
met lots more trans people and lots more gay people which is good.  Went to Pride last 
year. 
Interview 12/8/2015 
The importance of groups, friends and on-line communities to students whose identities are 
viewed as outside the fixed positions of normative in their local communities of practice is 
significant.  They provide much needed social support (Hirsch and DuBois, 1992; Rhodes, 
Contreras and Mangelsdorf, 1994) as the stress of functioning under the centring optics of 
heteronormativity can be too heavy a burden to carry alone.  Schools and classrooms which 
have been described as ‘the most homophobic of all social institutions’ (Mufioz-Plaza, Quinn and 
Rounds, 2002; Elia, 1993) can inflict damaging messages onto individuals with varied experiences 
of gender and sexuality.  River’s social support through Beyond Gender, friends and the LGBT on-
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line community helps expand and re-centre the framework of society’s normative gaze to 
include reflections of themselves.  In accessing a community in which they can feel normal and 
accepted in their identity, the likelihood of River internalizing the contamination implicit in 
‘othering’ is reduced allowing additional narratives of self-acceptance to emerge and develop. 
 I’m thinking…I just wish there were more lessons about being trans in school.  Even just 
one person coming in and saying, ‘Hey, being trans exists’ and then leaving.  That’s way 
more than we’ve ever had at the moment.  I’m not sure because I think we did a little bit 
on being gay. The school like, touches on it.  They are like, ‘People exist and can be gay.  
Here is 3 weeks on heterosexual sex.’  That’s kind of what the school does….And like, we 
have gender neutral bathrooms over there and that’s a good thing.  But there is this 
whole thing about making specific trans binary toilets and I was like, ‘No, no no!  Don’t 
do it!’   We don’t want that.  We don’t want…because it’s really othering.  Like ‘you’re 
not real, guys…so we’ll give you your own special guys’ toilet.  You’re not real girls so 
we’ll give you your own special girls’ toilet.  You are gender neutral…here is like 4 toilets 
for you.’  And it was just really silly. 
Interview 12/8/2015 
River speaks to the pedagogic act of isolating LGBT issues in a transitory way that works to 
substantiate the political concept of otherness (Loutzenheiser and MacIntosh, 2004), reifying 
heteronormative ideologies.  What River describes as the limited visibility of LGBT issues in 
school curriculum may serve as a form of oppression as queer bodies are reminded to also 
remain invisible and outside the frame of normal (Crocco, 2001). 
The mere inclusion of an uncomplicated or uncontextualized curricula denoting gay and 
lesbian visibility can mean that instead of bringing about a powerful acknowledgment of 
the queer body, the Othering is furthered and given special authority by its inclusion in 
official and hidden curriculums…The inherent rights and freedoms of heteronormative 
citizenry are not accorded equally to the queer body, the body of color, the Othered 
bodies of those who do not fit neatly within the sociopolitical parameters. The result is 
the formation of boundaries in our classrooms. 
(Loutzenheiser and MacIntosh, 2004; p 153-154). 
Of significance in River’s resistance of normative social knowledge is their early recognition that 
the right to self-definition belongs only to themselves, as their personal right to determine and 
defend.  Through the acknowledgment and support of their LGBT community allies, River refuses 
to accept the narrative that being born with female genitals makes them open to external 
definition by others.   
People can tell me they respect it, but not…I don’t know.  I’m kinda like can’t wait to 
leave school because then I will be able to surround myself with people who don’t go 
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and talk behind my back about how they think I react badly to being misgendered and 
stuff.  And then I think over the summer of this year I kind of realized I didn’t care at all.  
I started wearing the clothes that I wanted to wear.  I started wearing the makeup I 
wanted to wear….you know…ummmm…and I got called girl, but that’s cool because girls 
are awesome!  Girls are super cool, and I don’t mind being called a girl because it’s a 
compliment and ummm…but yea…I don’t know… I’ve had some very good tantrums. 
Yea! I get very angry about certain things.  I’m just kind of….very, very loudly 
transgender. 
Interview 12/8/2015 
River has the courage and sense of self to take their journey into self-exploration without shame 
or apology, shunning the simplicity and inadequacies of gendered binaries.  At the age of 14, 
River currently identifies themselves as ‘trans’, but perhaps the transition isn’t between binaries, 
as they recognize the importance of subverting the traditional polarities operating in the 
school’s systems of knowledge.  Perhaps River’s transition is an awareness outside of normal 
gendered binaries; a place that requires a paradigm shift from of our current language and social 
constructs.  Perhaps this transition is more of a life-long journey of self-exploration requiring 
strength, stamina and an advanced ability to critically reflect on your own self-in-relation to 
social expectations.   
How River accounts for their challenging of gender norms illuminates how the school produces 
spaces for the construction of gender as the conflating of gender and sexuality evokes binary 
systems of gender categorization for the purpose of maintaining traditional gender norms. As 
SJB unintentionally produces spaces that highlight and reproduce differences of gender and 
sexuality they mediate dominant social discourse, normalizing the social hierarchies that results 
in power inequalities.  The school toilets can take on political significance as bathroom stalls 
become potential gateways to more fluid ideologies of gender in our society.  In a metaphoric 
mirroring of River’s social experience, the school’s well-intentioned attempt at inclusion 
continues to suggest a binary system, but in a slightly less rigid way.  The creation of a third and 
separate ‘trans’ toilet simply creates an ‘other’ option to reabsorb (Shilt and Westbrook, 2009; 
Westbrook 2010) River into the binary, but does nothing to undo gender (Deutsch, 2007; 
Riseman, 2009).  Unfortunately for River, leaving the binary unquestioned results in gender 
being redone rather than undone (Connell 2010; West and Zimmerman, 2009).  Indeed, despite 
of our best intentions of student inclusion, until we learn to see outside the socially constructed 





Stepping enthusiastically into non-traditional spaces, River performs outside the boundaries of 
gender and heteronormativity with the goal of disrupting what is socially constructed and 
optically centred as normal. In a surprising example of architecture imitating life, gender and 
heteronormativity are reproduced through the school’s attempt to construct inclusive, ‘non-
gendered’ toilets in the new school building.  As River and the toilets are defined through dualist 
gender binaries, all the spaces in between become obscured from view.  Discourses of two 
naturalized genders work to constitute River as a pathologized ‘other’ in their local school 
community.  With an advanced understanding of the social construction of gender, River directly 
questions the legitimacy of this social narrative.  River develops the ability to deconstruct the 
process of othering, and redeploy language to disrupt negative positioning.  Proud of their fluid 
identity, they create their own narrative; determine to define a place for themselves within the 
frameworks of their local community.  River’s resistance to traditional gender narratives exposes 
the normalizing status quo of the school community while exampling how school contribute to 
the productive properties of power.  Their ability to find and centre positive new positions of 
‘other’ contributes to our understanding of the construction of gender and its relationship to 
















In the lift 
Annie: Two weeks ago there was a group of boys.  One of them thought my name was 
Rebecca…  (Annie is interrupted.) 
Kristin:  …Patrick 
Annie: …Patrick.  And they kept on calling me that and I was like, ‘Okay, my name’s not Rebecca 
Patrick.’ And they kept on doing it, and kept on doing it, and it got a bit irritating.  I just 
kind of ignored them.  And then one time I had a sore leg and I had to use the lift.  We 
got in the lift (Annie indicates she got in the lift with Kristin) and these boys they just 
came along… (Annie is interrupted.) 
Kristin: The doors…the doors were about to close and they just came rushing in the lift and we 
were all squashed against the wall!  Like she couldn’t breathe!  (Kristin indicates to 
Annie.) 
Annie:  There’s a bar and they were squashing me! 
Kristin:  Because they thought it would be just a joke. 
Annie: And some people sometimes come into the lift because they just cannot be bothered to 
walk upstairs. 
Kristin: You are not allowed to use the lift unless you are injured.  If you had a broken arm they 
wouldn’t let you use the lift, but if you had a leg, knee or ankle then you can. 
Annie:  So they boys saw me and they said, ‘Oh it’s Rebecca Patrick’ and just kind of… (Annie is 
interrupted.) 
Kristin:  And then they came in about half a second after we went in all of them came in.  And 
then they started jumping on the lift. 
Annie:  And they took it as a big joke. 
Kristin:  The amount of people were to be eight, but there were ten of us. 
Annie:  And then they started jumping.  
Kristin: Honestly that was the longest time I’ve ever been on a lift! Apart from the time I went to 
the top of the empire state building.  That was really long.  This one was longer than 
that! 
Annie:  It was quite scary, really! 
Kristin:  I don’t think they meant to frighten us. 
Annie: They were just fooling around.  They thought it was a big joke. And they didn’t realize 
that we felt so insecure about it.  But they apologized last week about it.  They were like, 
‘Oh I’m really sorry.  We know we did the wrong thing.’   
Interviewer:  Did someone make them apologize? 
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Annie:  Yes.  Our Deputy Head teacher Ms Craigs.  I think they actually meant it…well four of 
them…well at least two of them didn’t turn up when they were supposed to.  They 
refused.  They were like, ‘No.  I’m not coming.’  
Kristin:  Their friends said they tried to make them come because they knew it would make 
matters worse.  But they were just in the canteen fooling around and just couldn’t be 
bothered to come. 
Annie:  They didn’t want to come. 
Interviewer:  Why not? 
Annie:  We don’t really know…  (Annie pauses.) 
Kristin:  Honestly…we don’t really know… (Kristin pauses.) 
Annie:  The two ones that were actually the worst did come which was kind of okay. 
Kristin:  Yea, if we hadn’t stood up for ourselves they would probably would have done it again. 
Annie:  And honestly, I was absolutely terrified of them.   
Kristin:  She was absolutely terrified of them.  She didn’t want to go… (Kristin is interrupted.)  
Annie:  Whenever we saw them in the corridors I was like, ‘Run!  Don’t go 5 meters!’  
Interview 11/20/15 
Two twelve-year-old girls discussed in a focus group how they were cornered in a lift by a group 
of eight, six-form boys who proceeded to frighten the girls by crushing them while jumping up 
and down as the lift was moving.  The two girls explained that the use of the school lift is only 
allowed to students who are physically unable to use the stairs.  Annie was given permission to 
use the lift because of her injured leg.  Kristin was allowed to accompany her to assist with her 
books.  The girls informed me that the school rule of no students on the lift is well known.  It is 
also posted on a sign in front of the lift.  The boys had no permission or reason to enter the lift 
with the girls other than to intimidate them.  Four years their seniors, significantly larger in 
physical stature and four times in number, the boys effectively overpower and frightened Annie 
and Kristin.   
The local power structures of SJB become visible in school spaces as male aggression is 
reproduced and normalized.  As the school unintentionally sanctions these masculinized 
behaviours, rewarding the aggressors with power, it is possible to view how SJB co-creates 
gender narratives and power hierarchies.  As discussed in prior chapters, school spaces can 
signal privilege to masculinities such as PE and Science, empowering those in male bodies and 
disempowering those in female bodies. It can be argued that as these forms of entitlement 
normalize an unequal amount of power to boys they privilege boys to judge and control girls in 
the classroom.  Boys learn to oppress, while girls learn to anticipate and tolerate oppression. The 
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normalization of such behaviours may even be evidenced by the absence of discussion of gender 
in Annie and Kristin’s telling of the event.  As schools fail to recognize and address these 
inequalities in the classroom they provide implicit support to the political frameworks that 
create and sustain them.   
 
Privilege and restriction 
In this chapter I explore how girls make meaning of discourses of masculine aggression and 
female victimization and how gender and power are co-created in the spaces of SJB.  Evidencing 
how power is conferred, transmitted and wielded in this community of practice, I attempt to 
track the discourses of control and consent that reinforce local gender norms.  Through the girls’ 
stories I explore how their agency and power are disrupted by the school’s concession to 
aggressive male behaviours, causing the girls to question their safety as well as their diminished 
social value.  In order to further understand how the girls are making meaning of this process I 
will attempt to map how they approach and negotiate these challenges.   
 
The dualism of gender 
As discussed previously, the dualistic nature of gender binaries suggest that superiority cannot 
exist without the reflection of inferiority (Hill-Collin, 1990).  A prime example of how dualistic 
thinking informs gender in school spaces was presented in a focus group by three fourteen-year-
old girls.  Discussing an emotionally significant lesson in their PSE class, the girls explained how 
the teacher split the class by gender, asking them to make posters listing the ‘bad things’ about 
the opposite sex. 
Karen- The boys were clearly just trying to impress each other.  And they were writing things 
like, ‘When they are on their periods.  When they are not pretty.  When they have short 
hair.’ And there are three girls in the class who have short hair.  That was obviously 
directed at them. And they stood up at the front and they said these things.  They were 
laughing their heads off. And when we protested they would just look at each other and 
burst out laughing. 
Karen- And when it came our turn to read out the poster, this was something I noticed, like 
none of the girls wanted to read it.  While the boys were tripping over each other to 
read their one.  So me and my friend ended up reading it out and when we read it out, 
none of the girls would be laughing, because we were taking it seriously.  But the boys 
would be like, ‘WHAT?!  That’s RIDICULOUS!  What are you on about?!!’  
Tilly-   They said, ‘That’s not true!!’  
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Karen- And our stuff was a lot fairer than theirs. (Group agreement.) And they were saying 
completely outrageous things. 
Karen- Well, my teacher, he’s really nice.  And he came over and said, ‘How do you feel about 
what the boys were saying?’ and I was like, ‘I’m so angry!!’  And he said, ‘Yea, I can tell.  
I’m quite angry as well.’  
Karen- He kind of said, ‘Boys, can we be serious please? Stop mucking about.’ And then he went 
over and…It was kind of a difficult situation because he says, ‘Boys stop being so rude!’ 
Because he had kind of given them the right to write what they wanted on the posters 
and that was what he had been told to do by the Council.  That was part of the lesson.  
But you could tell that he wanted to do something. 
Focus group 11/20/2015 
I disguised my discomfort so as not to influence the girls, but I was disheartened to learn that 
this lesson, required by the City of Edinburgh Council to address gender norms resulted in the 
reinforcing of those norms.  It appeared this lesson was intended to teach the students about 
unconscious gender expectations and help improve awareness about gender prejudices.  
Unfortunately it seemed to have the opposite effect.  Rather than addressing unconscious 
gender bias this lesson instead reinforced that the boys held the privilege and power to 
determine social knowledge and oppress others.  The girls were shamed and embarrassed, while 
their knowledge and experiences were negated and invalidated.  The boys’ group performed 
power vying for places atop the classroom hierarchy while using insults to downgrade others.   
As the two gender camps squared off to defend their narratives, the girls were reticent to 
forward theirs.  They realized it would be seen as a challenge to the boys’ power and met with 
retaliation.  Using ‘outrageous’ words and confidence as weapons, the boys’ camp blasted the 
girls’ camp.  The casualties continued to emerge through the girls’ humiliation as they recounted 
their story.  The teacher seemed willing to address issues of etiquette and behaviour while he 
avoided challenging the students’ sexist views. He expressed verbal recognition and sympathy 
for the girls’ discomfort, but he missed an important opportunity to highlight and disrupt the 
dominant discourses that construct the gendered hierarchy.  While questioning the boys’ rude 
behaviour, the teacher never challenged the truth in their narrative.  The importance of 
addressing how gender bias results in social inequalities was lost as the centring optics of this 
classroom space remained framed by the androcentric.  It is possible that this complicated 
lesson was out of the teacher’s depth, as the normalization of such beliefs often obscures them 
from view.  Indeed, teaching students the power of gender bias requires the ability to recognize 
and deconstruct them.  This was a task I found many of the teachers struggling with during my 
classroom observations.  The inability to critically interrogate socially constructed gender 
expectations and power hierarchies results in the obscuring of equality in many of the 
208 
 
educational spaces of SJB.   As the boys’ mocking insults were allowed to dominate the social 
narrative the girls were left to make meaning of their lessor social value, as the classroom 
becomes a site for the production of gender. I inquired further into the girls’ challenge and 
negotiation of this incident: 
Interviewer- But he (the teacher) could have at least said, ‘You need to be respectful when other 
people are speaking.’  
Karen- Yea, I think he kind of said something along those lines.  I don’t blame him, because if I 
was in his shoes…I mean…he can’t be biased.  He can’t just go, ‘That’s ridiculous!  You 
can’t say those things! They are not true!’  He kind of…I don’t know…be more 
respectful… 
Meg-  We were talking about how when you get older people manage to connect with boys 
and girls in a good friendly way instead of…I think the high school and the atmosphere 
here…basically a lot of high schools, is that they think they can just offend everyone.  If 
the girls went ahead and said absolutely outrageous things about boys that’s the sort of 
thing that we would get into a lot of trouble with them. (Group agreement.)  
Focus Group 11/20/2015 
 
The girls appear unable to deconstruct how the boys’ privilege and power derails the important 
lesson on gender bias.  However, they do recognize the double standard in the fact that they 
would never be allowed the same sort of power to construct a dominant gender narrative in the 
classroom.  As the teacher’s actions passively support the misogyny literally depicted in the 
colourful lettering of the boys’ posters the girls learn their place in SJB’s hierarchy.  Of particular 
interest is how the girls’ construct their understanding of ‘bias.’  Karen seems to suggest that a 
challenge to the boys’ narratives would indicate bias on the teacher’s behalf.  Her explanation 
hints at her understanding of the legitimacy and permanency of the boys’ authority and privilege 
as an optical centring of frameworks of normal in the school community.  Yet Meg situates the 
permanency in adolescence, suggesting that it exists in most high schools.  Her statement that 
‘older people manage to connect with boys and girls’ suggest she expects to find equality in 
adulthood.  It is possible that Meg’s belief is rooted in an assumption that with adulthood comes 
the ability to recognize and address social inequalities.  It is also possible that this belief is 
influenced by the liberal ethos of inclusion and diversity embraced and encouraged by SJB.     
 
Gender and power 
Who has power in educational spaces is gendered, as evidenced in this research by the myriad of 
ways we teach students in the classroom that boys are more valued than girls.  Through early 
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internalization, social legitimization and continued repetition of these norms, boys learn to 
expect these privileges and dividends throughout their lives as schools become spaces that 
construct and reproduce patriarchal culture (De Keserdy et al., 2004).  Boys learn that they are 
privileged with power over others and wield it to the degree the space will support.  Indeed, 
boys and girls learn early who is privileged with power in the classroom, accepting the resulting 
classroom inequalities as status quo (Johnson, 2006) as Karen explains in the focus group.  This is 
a significant lesson that is taught in educational environments.  Pedagogic spaces should not 
support male privilege as such entitlements are unearned.   
 
Power and privilege 
Returning to Foucault’s (1977) explanation of power as relational and capillary, this chapter 
considers how power moves through SJB’s social systems, subtly informing who is valued 
through the local hierarchy.  Discursive in its nature, such power is self-regulating as it informs 
who is bestowed with social gatekeeping privileges to control spaces and bodies; as 
demonstrated by the incident in the lift.  Foucault (1977) suggested that power is capillary, but 
power is also gendered (Lazar, 2005) as binary discourses of male strength and female weakness 
permeate our understanding of power.  As discourses of dominance and strength inform our 
concepts of masculinity, power becomes automatically bestowed to those with male bodies 
through stereotypical gender norms; intersected by race, culture, religion and socio-economic 
status.  As the boys teach the girls in the above PSE lesson the dualistic nature of discourses of 
power and strength are constructed through their opposite, feminine norms of passivity and 
weakness.  Without a counter reflection of female degradation, masculinities lack the context 
from which to be read as superior.  
Endowed by naturalist concepts that suggest male sexed bodies are more valuable than female, 
boys learn to view their privilege in relation to the oppression of girls. As boys learn the value of 
their gendered power in the classroom, they guard it very carefully.  Boys come to learn the 
social rules and norms that privilege them with dominance, using these rules to structure the 
meaning they make of their world (Averill, 1986; 1997; Pepin, 2016). Heavily burdened with 
emotional meaning, privilege can become conflated with deservingness (Major, 1987) as boys 
learn to believe that they deserve their needs to be met over the needs of girls (Bouffard, 2010) 
often resulting in ‘laddish’ or oppressive behaviours.  
Phillips and Young (2015) suggest that neoliberalism interacts with sexual subjectivities to 
support ‘laddish’ and ‘retro-sexist behaviours’ in a recent study which included forty women 
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university students in England and Scotland.  This research states that male entitlement has 
been reclaimed and empowered in current youth cultures (Dempster, 2009, 2011) as a backlash 
to the perceived educational progress and success of females. Utilizing laddish banter as the 
vehicle for sexual harassment, this research indicates how young males attempt to reclaim 
power and space, hiding behind claims of ironic humour and trivializing those who challenge this 
behaviour as evidence in the PSE class.  Dempster (2011) suggests a connection between male 
entitlement and the adversarial ways neoliberalism encourages individuals to relate to each 
other through competitive self-interests. This new template for young masculinity results in 
forms of aggression towards women and disruption to communities.  As inequality and sexual 
violence are a significant issue on our higher educational campuses, a relationship is argued 
between the severity of neoliberal concepts of competitiveness and the increase in laddish 
misogyny.    
The laddish ability to ‘game the system’ in both academic and social/sexual terms 
reflects the intertwining of certain masculinities with the subjectivities produced in a 
neoliberal age. ‘Lad cultures’ also intersect with neoliberal/postfeminist femininities in 
problematic ways: our participants’ narratives showed how neoteric sexual scripts, just 
like established ones, can scaffold harassment and violence. Our research highlights 
contradictions around neoliberalism’s intersections with gender, showing how the 
successful middle-class ‘future girls’ described as the primary beneficiaries of neoliberal 
opportunities are also being penalised for their success. 
(Phillips and Young, 2015; p 49) 
Discourses of male power are also maintained by minimizing victimization, as I will discuss 
further in this chapter.  Actions such as denial and invalidation of narratives of change, 
naturalizing privilege, and refusing responsibility are highly effective as these ideologies work to 
maintain social control (Jackman, 1994).  When the structures of male privilege are challenged 
on a more global level new discourses are created to support it as exampled by the ideologies of 
neoliberalism which obscure inequalities and maintain privilege (Pepin, 2016).  Questioning or 
challenging male privilege is often met with anger and forms of retribution for women.  As 
privilege and oppression exist in dualist relation to each other (Hill Collins, 1990) the anxiety and 





I was seated outside of SJB at a picnic table during the lunchtime break when a group of seven 
boys passed by me on their way out of the campus gate. They appeared to be 5th or 6th form 
boys, based on their physical height and statue. They were posturing ‘laddish’ aggression 
through banter, pushing and shoving each other while laughing.  One boy was walking 
backwards in front of another boy.  Smiling and taunting, he tried to shove the other boy back 
while they were walking.  The other boy was laughing and shoving back; he was clearly engaging 
in the challenge.  The first boy said to the second, ‘I WILL rape you!’  At that moment the first boy 
saw me out of the corner of his eye, and recognized me as an adult and a possible authority 
figure.  He quickly dropped his voice so the last part of the word ‘you’ trailed away as 
unintelligible.  I did not verbally respond, but maintained eye contact to communicate my disdain 
with his behaviour.  The boy looked away and fidgeted nervously.  The group moved past me 
towards the gate.  In a few more steps the boy who had spoken said again, ‘I WILL rape you…I 
said RAPE…I said RAPE!’ as he finished the last sentence he look back to see if I was listening to 
him.  I was. 
Fieldnotes 10/22/2015 
It seemed that this boy intended me to hear his words.  Already involved in group performances 
of hegemonic masculinities in the form of mock power and aggression, it could be argued a 
natural transition to attempt to intimidate a female.  It is unlikely this boy would have the 
courage to participate in this behaviour outside of his peer group. I wanted very badly to stop 
the boy and ask him why he wanted me to hear those word.  I wanted to understand how he 
was attempting to construct power in his peer group through the use of aggressive, threatening 
words to someone he perceived or wanted to construct as less powerful than himself.  I wanted 
to ask him to explain his understandings of masculinity, how and where he had learned it, and 
how he came to believe that uttering the word ‘rape’ is an effective way to feel powerful.  I 
found it both academically intriguing and personally disturbing.  However, the group was leaving 
the school grounds, and as I was not a school employee, and had no permission to interview 
them it would have been inappropriate and unethical for me to have attempted to engage them 
for research purposes. My questions surrounding this event would have to go unanswered 
today. 
This incident suggests that this boy was experimenting with how power and gender interact to 
reproduce and reify male social power.  As this boy learns to perform more aggressive 
masculinities that provide him with access to dominant gender hierarchies, he is attempting to 
gain value in his peer group.  It is the social learning behind this process that is the concern.  As 
he learns of the masculine entitlement to maintain power over others it can result in 
intimidation or violence on both an individual and a collective level (Kimmel, 2013).  Strength is 
significant to our social understandings of masculinity.  As strength becomes conflated with 
force through discourses of successful competitive victors, the receipt of male privilege is reified 
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(Connell and Messerschmidt 2005; Pepin, 2016) in a circular motion that then privileges males 
with the right to aggression and violence to maintain control.  
There is a significant body of research to support the idea that male privilege influences male 
aggression.  According to Schwartz and DeKeseredy (1993) patriarchal ideologies influence male 
entitlement through peer groups.  With the ability to significantly influence their members, 
these groups communicate their established, shared group perspectives and behavioural 
expectations.  These expectations can result in the regulation and legitimation of values and 
norms which justify sexual aggression (Schwartz and DeKeseredy, 1993, 1997; Bouffard, 2010).  
As previously suggested, it is unlikely that the boy at the picnic table would have uttered such 
aggressive words if he had been passing alone.  Returning to the boys in the lift, we can assume 
that not all the boys intended this incident, but participated through the normalization of their 
peer group.  Evidence of this process can also be viewed in the fragmented participation of their 
apology, although further analysis would be difficult without additional information.   We could 
also make the assumption that not all the boys in PSE agreed with what was written on the 
posters, but they were expected to support this narrative by their peer group as they perform 
their social roles.   
As male privilege places the needs of men above women, patriarchal concepts of male power 
and entitlement can be argued as influential in the act of sexual assault (Hill and Fischer, 2001; 
Bouffard, 2010) while reifying the idea that males are more valuable (Beech et al., 2006).  Ryan 
(2004) determines that ideals of male dominance and entitlement to sex are used as behavioural 
justification by sexually aggressive men as they learned to view their own needs as more 
significant than their victims (Beech et al., 2006; Bouffard, 2010). There is much evidence to 
suggest a relationship between patriarchal societies and violence against women (Wilson, 
Johnson and Daly, 1995) in the proliferation of the sexual entitlement, male dominance, and 
misogyny that create rape culture (Ryan, 2004) through the normalization and justification of 
sexual aggression (Schwartz, DeKeseredy, Tait and Alvi, 2001).  
Strang and Peterson (2013) find further support for this concept by using the Male Peer Support 
Model (Schwartz and DeKeseredy, 1997, 2008) as a theoretical framework.  Conducting surveys 
with 120 men to research their perceptions of male peer support in acts of sexual aggression, 
their results indicate that perceived peer acceptance was positively associated with acts of rape; 
a correlation even more robust than the perceived punishment.  They go on to explain that 
although most sexual aggression is perpetrated by males against females, most prevention 
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programs are designed to address females, placing the responsibility to avoid sexual aggression 
on the victim, rather than addressing the male perpetrators (Rozee and Koss, 2001). 
In another study of male aggression that focuses on media reports of celebrities perpetrating 
Intimate Partner Violence (IVP), Pepin (2016) found a consistent correlation between white male 
privilege and the sanctioning of male violence against women.  This research determined that 
criminal imagery was applied three times more often to men of colour while white male violence 
was justified and excused based on mitigating circumstances indicating the intersectional 
influences to the gender hierarchy.  Indeed the relationship of power and privilege associated 
with hegemonic forms of masculinity influences the cultural frames and centring optics that 
shape and inform our thoughts and beliefs of social responsibility (Gamson et al., 1992; Pepin, 
2016;).  Our social perceptions of who is a transgressor and who is entitled to protection (Gailey 
and Falk, 2008), often obscures our understandings (Swidler, 1995).  How schools deal with 
issues of sexual aggression creates and reinforces social norms as well as indicates who carries 
the highest social value in the community as is evidence by the following story discussed in a 6th 
form focus group: 
 
The assault 
Sallie- Like consent is something at the school that’s bad.  There was a particular thing that 
happened like last year where a girl was sexually assaulted by somebody in their year. 
When she was like, drunk and, well, she was like passed out.  (Sallie appears upset and 
begins to speak very quickly with raised pitch to voice.) And the school…they know who 
it is.  They KNOW what happened, and he’s still in this school.  And they didn’t, they 
didn’t…. (Sallie is interrupted.) 
Brie-  NOTHING HAPPENED!! (Brie’s voice is raised.) 
(Multiple attempts to speak by group members with raised voice and pitch levels.) 
Fiona- Everybody knows about it.  And he is still in the school.  And he didn’t get punished like, 
at ALL! 
Molly-  It’s like he did nothing wrong! 
Sallie- Nothing…like…(Sallie appears upset and struggles to find words.) It was pretty much 
like…and the girl it happened to…she had to get escorted home, by like, police officers.  
That was like, a BAD thing for her!  Like victim shaming and like, that kind of thing.  And I 
was like, why is he still in school? (Sallie is interrupted.  Multiple attempts at speech, 
heightened emotional levels within the group.) 
Molly-  And he’s STILL in school! 
I was taken aback by the girls’ account of this story and very sensitive to their strong feelings 
about it.  Because of the sensitivity of this incident the girls requested that I not address it with 
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the school administration.  As the institution and parental response could not be accessed, 
further data became unattainable.  While the girls provided rich details as to how they made 
meaning of the event, the details of how the school constructed the event remain limited.  The 
girls understood that one of their friends had been victimized by another friend who turned out 
to be predatory.  They understood that he believed he was entitled to this girl’s body without 
her consent.  Struggling to express what appeared to be feelings of betrayal and fear for their 
physical safety, the girls expressed disappointed with the school’s response.  The meaning the 
girls seemed to make of this incident is that their need for safety was less important than the 
success of this boy.  The group was highly emotional about the attack.  I struggled to hear them 
as they were all speaking up at once with raised voices.  I innocuously asked the girls if they 
knew why he was still in school, given their outrage about the fact: 
Sallie- Because he’s a GUUUYYYY!! (Sallie draws out the word guy in accentuation.)  No sorry, I 
didn’t mean that! (Sallie looks down at her hands in embarrassment and audibly 
exhales.)  But you know what I mean…like…she like…the thing is… (Sallie is very 
emotional and struggles for words then is interrupted.) 
Anna Lauren- Because of what HE did she was socially excluded and like completely…(Group 
agreement and multiple attempts to speak.) and like…none of that really mattered…and 
he’s never been socially like… (Anna Lauren is interrupted) 
Brie-  And I’m SHOCKED!  I’m shocked that he’s still in school.  And the fact that he’s 
allowed…that the girl… (Brie is interrupted.) 
Molly-  That HE’S allowed to be in the same school as her!  That she has to SEE him! (Multiple 
group agreement.) 
Sallie-  And that she has to be taken home by police and stuff.  Well why was he just allowed to 
be in school and stuff?  And then she got in more trouble, because they found out she 
had this party and stuff.  And she got in trouble from her parents and nothing happened 
to him!  (Multiple group agreement.) 
Ellie-  If he had been off doing graffiti outside of school he would have been punished within 
school.  Like he would have to go speak to a teacher...things like that.  But because it 
was like a sexual assault… (Ellie is interrupted.) 
Brie-  He would have been kicked out of school for just getting into physical fights and like 
punching people… (Multiple group agreement and attempts at speech.) 
Sallie-  He’s had his fair share of fights and that’s like, really!...And then all that stuff like, when 
he stole that thing from China on the school trip and all that stuff (Multiple sounds of 
exasperation and laughter from the group) and then he came back… (Multiple attempts 
at speech from the group.) 
Fiona-  And when he went to Cambridge and he made me so annoyed, because he thought he 
had a good chance of going to Cambridge.  And he did something really bad!  And he’s 
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not going to get punished for it!  And WHY do so many boys get away with it?!! (Multiple 
agreement from group.) 
Sallie-  He does make me…I don’t feel…unsafe…because like, he couldn’t do anything to me but 
when, I just feel like…just like…whenever we’re talking about stuff like this (Sallie is 
referring to discussing sexual consent.) in the classroom, I just feel like…SHUT 
UP!!!...because…(Multiple group agreement and attempts at speech.  Sallie is 
interrupted.) 
Brie-  You CANNOT talk!!  (Brie is referring to the boy.) 
Focus group 10/21/15 
Their mounting frustration was clear as the group continued to give me example after example 
of questionable past behaviour exhibited by this boy.  These behaviours seemed to warrant 
intervention before they became predatory, but instead the girls described them as naturalized, 
normalized and ignored.  The girls expressed emphatically that they would never have been 
allowed these behaviours as the school expected them to be more responsible.  Indeed the 
school seemed to be more focused on the responsibility of the girl who had the party rather 
than the boy who participated in sexual assault.   
A potential relationship between masculinity, sexual aggression, rape culture and social power is 
exposed through this story.  As binary discourses of potent masculinity and vulnerable femininity 
move through the social knowledge of SJB, they naturalize discourses of masculine aggression 
which serve as power vehicles in the construction of the gender hierarchy (Naffine, 1997). The 
lack of apparent intervention by the school caused the girls to make meaning that the school 
community did not consider the boy’s behaviour a serious issue.  Instead SJB arranged for the 
girl to be escorted home from school every day by the police, restricting her movement, 
restricting her freedom, and shaming her in front of her local community constructing her as not 
having been responsible enough.  The girls felt angry, betrayed and devalued…rightfully so.  They 
perceived the school as more concerned for the comfort and success of the sexual predator than 
for the safety and well-being of the girls. It’s a harsh message.  This event came up again in an 
individual interview with 16-year-old Molly who attended the party where the assault occurred. 
She told the following story: 
  It was my friend’s party and everyone left about two or something.  Five or six people 
stayed over.  And it was the girl whose party it was…although it was a bit blurry about 
what actually happened…a boy and another boy went up and what happened is one of 
them put his penis on her face and filmed it.  And it’s horrible!  And it is ambiguous 
whether the other boy did it as well because there was no film of that.  And she was 
completely passed out at the time.  And then the next day…when they claimed to have 
been completely drunk when this happened…but the next day when they were sober 
they managed to take photos of her in the shower or something.  And she kept asking 
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them to leave.  And she was showering in her underwear, because she could not get the 
door to lock.  And then they came and took photos of her and stuff.  But then the next 
week at school…this happened on a Friday and then on a Monday the boy took the 
video showing some other boys in the class, who he obviously wanted to impress, of his 
penis on her face while she was passed out.  And they were basically…like he obviously 
thought they would find it funny and like it would impress them, but they were like, 
‘What the fuck?! Why?!!’  
I couldn’t believe it!  I was like, ‘That has been twisted! It can’t be true!’  And then it 
turned out that a girl in the year above heard about it and told guidance about it, 
because obviously it’s a shocking thing to happen.  And then they called the police.  And 
then the girl who had it had to be escorted home by the police every day.  But the boy 
who did it was still coming to school.  He had no restrictions where she wasn’t allowed 
to go anywhere between home and school, because the school didn’t want to get in 
trouble if she got attacked or something.  The school didn’t want to get in trouble if it 
happened on her way home from school, so they got someone to escort her. Yea, so the 
boy that did it was going to school as normal, going to all his classes like, didn’t have any 
restrictions placed on him, whereas all the restrictions were placed on the victim.   
I just remember thinking like…he was going to get kicked out, but there was 
nothing…like the school could NOT let him stay, but that did not happen. And the girl, 
the victim in this situation had to see him like, every day.  It’s unacceptable…completely 
unacceptable what the school did about it.  But because of the way that the girl is, that’s 
why there hasn’t been any uproar about what the school did.  You know what I mean?  
Because she didn’t want that, and we were going to support her.  She didn’t want to 
complain in the first place.  She was so upset that the teachers found out.  And she’s not 
the sort of person to go and say, ‘It’s really bothering me seeing him here all the time.’  
And she’s not the kind of person to say something like that, but I feel like the school 
should realize that’s it not a fun thing to happen. 
Interview 1/17/16 
Molly’s friend appears concerned regarding how this incident will impact her identity in her local 
community: a powerful source of motivation for her silence.  Confronted daily with her 
aggressor in her school environment, she and her friends are regularly reminded of how power 
and gender can critically collide in pedagogic spaces, reifying a status quo that obscures 
predatory aggression.  Molly went on to explain that the victim received abundant support from 
her social group who verbalized their concerns about the poor response from the school.  They 
discussed, as a friendship group, confronting the school administration about the issue.  
However, they were persuaded against it by their friend, the victim, who expressed concerns 
about further social embarrassment and retaliation. 
She just didn’t want any more attention on it at all.  It’s like having your privacy taken 
away from you.  Then when you try to get it back and try to point out that its wrong it’s 
kind of like…I don’t want to say it’s embarrassing, because I don’t think it is, but I can see 
how if I were in that position I wouldn’t want to embarrass myself by going for it.  Even 
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though I know if I were in that position I totally should.  But I don’t know that I would 
have.  I don’t know that I would have stood up for myself.  I am really glad it happened 
in this social community, because anywhere else she might…people might have taken it 
out on her. 
Interview 1/17/16 
 
The perceived lack of school support and victim blaming take its toll on Molly’s friend as she is 
shamed in front of her community. In an attempt to regain her dignity and privacy she retreats 
to the safety of traditional femininities and chooses not to fight back against her abuser.  This is 
how victim blaming can serve and support male aggression as naturalized gender norms inform 
our understanding of social behaviours and responsibility.   
 
The dangers of benevolence  
The school’s minimization of seemingly innocuous incidents of gender bias like the poster lesson 
in PSE can serve as potential gateways to how students understand more serious incidents like 
the assault of Molly’s friend.  Fraser (2015) makes the important connection of how the gender 
norms that inform notions of benevolent sexism can influence more critical expectations 
surrounding male aggression.  In a response to the California legal framework addressing sexual 
assault and rape, Fraser (2015) suggests that it is the unconscious gender binary that underlies 
rape culture.  Fraser makes an important connection between benevolent sexism and rape 
culture stating that, ‘the complex of images and ideologies in society that normalize sexual 
violence, depends on chivalry for its existence’ (p 143).  As ideologies of benevolent sexism place 
traditional femininities on a pedestal, depicting women as passive objects, a caste system is 
created where women’s agency is dislodged and transferred to men.  The hidden danger in the 
seemingly innocuous beliefs of benevolent sexism is the implication that women are non-
agentic. Through acts of benevolent sexism, like buying dinner and escorting ladies to their 
destination, men are usurping women’s agency and competence. Indeed, as acts of ‘chivalry’ 
place women into positions of normative femininity that require passivity and child-like 
compliance, men become paternally positioned with the power to assume women’s agency.  
Such acts include assuming women’s reason and communicative abilities, as well as their sexual 
consent.   
The very behaviors and attitudes that perpetuate rape culture are related to the 
dehumanization of women…if women’s dehumanization relies at least in part on their 
de-agentification, and benevolent sexism facilitates this process through paternalistic 
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ideologies, then benevolent sexism is culpable alongside hostile sexism for the 
systematic victimization of women by rape and sexual harassment.  
(Fraser, 2015; p 152) 
 
Producing victims 
As male aggression is naturalized, so is female victimization.  This notion is expressed by the 
boys in the lift who refuse to apologize for their acts of intimidation, ‘upholding the right of boys 
(and men) to “be boys” even when the consequence is infringement of another’s autonomy’ 
(Fraser, 2015; p 200).  Because masculinity is defined in terms of sexual prowess and conquest, 
sexual agency becomes a masculine discourse.  As male sexual desire is often viewed as an 
insatiable, uncontrolled force men are absolved from responsibility.  In opposition, traditional 
femininities require women to be chaste and passive.  Sexual agency becomes out-of-bounds for 
women, categorized as ‘unladylike’ through ideals of benevolent sexism. It can be argued that 
the ‘good girl’ stereotypes suggesting women be passive, kind, polite and non-assertive place 
women into the position of victims.   
Heavily influenced by essentialist concepts of masculinity that absolve men from acts of 
aggression, these naturalized notions burden women with responsibility by indicating ‘who is 
seen as a problem, who should be sanctioned, who is deserving of help and protection’ (Pepin, 
2016; p 125).  While women who defend against acts of victimization are perceived as 
questioning male privilege and a legitimate threat to masculine control (Schwartz and 
DeKeseredy, 1997; Bouffard, 2010) the cultural justifications for sexual violence provide the 
foundation for rape culture (Schwartz, DeKeserdy, Tait and Alvi, 2001; DeKeserdy et al., 2004).  
Fraser suggests women who thwart traditional femininities by displaying acts of sexual agency 
can be considered to have abandoned their place on the benevolent pedestal for ‘ladies’.  Now 
positioned as having publicly eschewed proper deportment, they consequently forfeit their 
benevolent male protections and like scantily clad women…are ‘asking for it.’  Such women who 
do not perform to stereotypical gender norms can be considered responsible for their own 
victimization.  This is a constitution that Molly’s friend is place into for having initiated a party.  
Her silence in the aftermath could be seen as an attempt to avoid any further misdirected 
responsibility. Fraser further suggests the idea that ‘women who reject conventional gender 
roles or attempt to usurp male power are often rejected and punished with hostile sexism’ (p 
172) as society and the criminal justice system see their injuries as illegitimate or even justified.  
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The girls seem to perceive a similar implicit threat in the school’s action of the police escort for 
Molly’s friend. 
According to Campbell (2005), the consistent threat of male sexual aggression and rape work 
within social power relations to position and produce women as vulnerable.  As power operates 
systemically and relationally (Foucault, 1977) it psychologically influences women’s fears.  These 
fears restrict their movements, choices, agency and freedoms as their bodies become sites for 
coerced social regulation through the productive effects of discourses.   
Women learn to view themselves as always-vulnerable and this affects physical body 
and simultaneously subjectivity, which come to be experienced as lacking and deficient. 
Critically, this is precisely the kind of body/subjectivity (vulnerable, weak, indefensible) 
which makes rape seem inevitable and thus ultimately unavoidable both in public and 
critically in private domains where gender identities are lived and experienced.  
(Campbell, 2005; p 121) 
Campbell (2005) also points out that safekeeping advice is gender specific and directed to 
women implying that female bodies are vulnerable and that women are just waiting victims.  
Concurring with the work of Butler (1993), Campbell reinforces the point that ‘these embodied 
strategies are not expressive of feminine frailty, but rather that they are constitutive of it’ (p 
130).  As repeated performances of gender become a cultural accomplishment, safekeeping acts 
become part of the repertoire of acceptable and normative femininity.   
Women learn to experience their bodies as essentially fragile and deficient, and are 
encouraged to partake in aerobic activities which burn calories and decrease body mass 
in efforts to be appropriately female. Safekeeping techniques, a mechanism of gender 
iteration, produce a feminine subject marked by bodily vulnerability. The consequence 
of this is ‘self-governance’: as women internalise the belief that they are innately 
vulnerable. They in turn engage in self-protective acts which appear to confirm these 
qualities. Safekeeping strategies become acts of self-surveillance, as women position 
themselves as fearful and at risk, thus seeming to authenticate their vulnerable natures. 
 (Campbell, 2005; p 131) 
Rape safety rituals become performative for women as the ever present threat of rape becomes 
a ‘politically inspired act motivated by a desire to dominate’ (Campbell, 2005; p 119).  This 
process actively produces women as vulnerable feminine subjects dependent on other males for 
protection (Randford, 1987).  As the ever present threat of rape becomes a weapon of 
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disciplinary force, bodies become produced by gendered binaries that constitute them into 
positionings of aggressor and victim, with the implication that these positions are natural and 
inevitable.   
The girls make meaning of SJB’s decision of a police escort for the person who was victimized 
rather than the person who did the victimizing as normalizing male entitlements to aggressive 
power.  Molly and friends were angry at the school’s disruption of their power to negotiate 
positions that did not situate them as perpetual victims.  Schugart (1994) suggest that regardless 
of the sexed body of the victim, sexual aggression and rape are a manifestation of gendered 
power with the intention of oppressing and feminizing the victim through the dehumanizing act 
of active objectification.  Such acts of aggression result in a highly effective form of oppression 
while they gender and bedevil social power.  
We see the discourses of victim culpability activated in the culture of SJB as Molly’s friend 
accepts the consequence of being escorted home by the police every day from school.  As she 
makes meaning of herself as positioned as an irresponsible girl who throws a party, she becomes 
constituted through her inability to adhere to the safekeeping behaviours of traditional 
femininities.  The girls report that the police escort was assigned to keep the girl safe.  This 
positioning opens her up to social scrutiny, humiliation, and judgement; reinforcing the 
regulatory effect of gendered performances (Butler, 1993).  According to White and Post (2003) 
the gender hierarchy is evoked in school spaces as the girls learn to accept their lower caste in 
power dynamics out of fear of victimisation even in their personal relationships. 
Safekeeping strategies articulated through crime prevention intersect with wider 
hegemonic understandings of gender and sexual relations, normalising rape, making 
safekeeping strategies appear inevitable, a consequence of feminine vulnerability. This 
consolidates dominant configurations of power beyond public spaces, pervading private 
domains, where power differentials are allied with interpersonal abuse. 
(White and Post, 2003, p 78) 
How schools address issues of masculine aggression and bodily consent is directly related to 
issues of power, autonomy and equality.  The girls expressed a sense of hypocrisy in the school’s 
teaching of consent in PSE class while the perpetrator of the assault was seated in the 
classroom. It is perceived as a powerful message from the school to the students that sexual 
consent is merely a suggestion and not a requirement - a theory and not a practise. The girls’ 
perceptions of how SJB dealt with this incident exposes a dichotomy between progressive 
notions of bodily autonomy and hidden gender bias that position females as objects to be 
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manipulated by men.  Historically, girls concerns of being touched and harassed at school have 
been negated, naturalized, even benevolently characterized in stories of boys dipping girls’ 
pigtails into ink wells. How schools handle bodily consent is, in fact, an issue of power that is 
highly gendered.  Such cultural scripts inform meaning for the girls as they perceive their friend 
coerced into the silence of submissive femininities.  Her power policed and arrested.  Her 
movement literally restricted while the naturalized aggression of her attacker does nothing to 
impede his power to apply to Cambridge.  We can view how the relationship between power 
and gender is exposed as power operates through and on gendered bodies at SJB.  Schools have 
a responsibility to be cognizant of how they implicitly support social narratives that reinforce 
gender myths as fixed and permanent.  According to Fraser (2005): 
The solution to the problems wrought by binary gender differentiation is to undermine 
the binary.  Given the enormity and apparent persistence of binary gender, this prospect 
may seem prohibitively daunting.  However, when coercive gender norms depend at 
least in part on the appearance of naturalness for their power, the understanding of 
gender they enforce are “put into crisis” (Butler, 2004; p 10) by any data that challenges 
the status quo…Change will occur when we find the cracks in the wall of gender 
hegemony and exploit them. 
(Fraser, 2005; p 201-202) 
I concur with Campbell’s (2005) suggestion the way forward is to create new discourses that 
disrupt the normalized gender configurations utilizing ‘the natural ingredients of normative 
sexuality which provides rape with a logic it does not warrant’ (p 134).  In disrupting narratives 
of ‘masterful seduction and silent submission’ (Pineau, 1989; p 222) we create space for safer 
and healthier narratives of social equality within and without the school walls. 
Furthering the discussion of the cultural acceptance of sexual assault, Fraser (2015) warns 
against the social ideology that rapists are a specific group of psychologically deviant men.  She 
suggests instead that they are simply men who have internalized dysfunctional ideologies about 
gender roles. As site of social learning, how schools teach students about these dysfunctional 
ideologies is significant to how they make meaning of personal power and individual autonomy. 
As evidenced by the stories of the girls of SJB, the social norms that protect male aggression 
while requiring female passivity are clearly operating in the school’s hierarchy.  These norms 
must be disrupted in order to address the critical issue of rape culture as even a school devoted 





In this chapter we view how restrictive positions of femininity are forged against positions of 
male privilege as discourses of power in the form of masculine aggression and female 
victimization emerge in the story of a student attack.  This chapter charts how dualist notions in 
benevolent sexism lead to ‘good girl’ expectations, placing women on pedestals and removing 
their agency.  Such benevolent discourses lead to more critical expectations of female passivity 
and submission that construct women as victims.  As discourses of responsibly implicate women 
while erasing men, women are expected to learn to expect and protect themselves from male 
aggression.  Exposing how gender and power come together in the school’s knowledge, Molly 
deconstructs the male privilege that leads to female victimization.  As discourses of female 
responsibility for male aggression are placed onto her friend, she is punished with a daily police 
escort home in front of her peers.  Publicly shamed, the victim makes meaning of these 
messages, retreating to the silent passivity of traditional femininities to avoid any further 
humiliation.  As no action is taken to address the aggressor his predatory behaviour becomes 
absolved and erased from the narrative.  He remains a daily reminder to the girls that males are 
entitled to threaten their bodily autonomy as they learn to make meaning of power and 
victimization.   In the girls’ most chilling example of how gender influences productive properties 
of power, we see how even a school devoted to respect and inclusion can unknowingly produce 
critical inequalities.  It suggests the need for further interrogation of such issues as: how we 
define safety, who is privileged to that safety, who has the power to create and maintain safety, 
how power informs safety and how that is woven into the social fabric of our educational 
institutions.  How women’s bodies are policed and controlled through ideals of safety is 











This chapters serves as a summary of the findings of this research which considers how gender 
influences the productive properties of power resulting in structural inequalities in pedagogic 
spaces.  Looking at what Foucault (1977) described as the ‘physics’ of power and the ‘general 
politics’ of truth (p 177) this project presents examples of how the naturalization of socially 
constructed gender discourses attempt to teach the girls of SJB to police themselves into forms of 
female compliance and passivity.  This process occurs in both formal learning based on pedagogies 
used, and informal learning that takes place more broadly in the school. Through the girls’ interviews 
I have explored the ways in which gender narratives and power hierarchies are co-created.  How the 
girls approach, negotiate and navigate such discourses suggests relevant information regarding how 
girls are forging their identities to construct new and different versions of girlhood.  How the girls 
construe meaning is evidenced by the challenges and/or resistance to the traditional discourses of 
femininities and how this influences the girls’ power in their school spaces.  
Considering the importance of schools as sites for the construction, reproduction and learning of 
social knowledge, how discourses become gendered and how that gendering suggests power is 
pivotal in this research.  Gender is not a fixed dichotomy of character (Connell, 1995), but rather a 
social disciplinary mechanism that breeds inequalities (Foucault, 1977).  It is important to remember 
that the experience of the quest for identity is not the same for all our students as patterns of social 
arrangements vary greatly based on gender and other intersectionalities.   
Bodies are the dynamic sites onto which notions of normalcy and difference are projected (Butler, 
1990). As we regularly utilize gender as a system of organization in the classroom we naturalize 
gender as a division, we reify it as a normal framework in our social structures and we implicitly 
justify inequality.  Learning to see which bodies are optically centred in school spaces is a necessary 
step toward recognizing gender inequalities as we strive to expand our categories of ‘normal’ and 
widen our frameworks to include and legitimise more stories.   
It is our daily responsibility to contemplate the culture we support in school spaces, and we must 
regularly interrogate how we define and assign agency, power and success.  We must consider how 
we optically centre our heroes, because who is allowed optical centring in pedagogic narratives 
signals value, privilege and power in school spaces. Such centring calumniates others who then must 
request ‘inclusion’ through their ‘diversity’ to this framework. 
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 Social narratives require social consensus.  Which social narratives we give our consent to is an 
agentic act as well as a political act.  Similar in action to placing a vote for a position of power, it is a 
responsibility that requires critical thought and reflection.   It should not be an unconscious action 
based on habitual learning.  The historic and habitual nature of the discourses of social knowledge 
strongly suggests that we develop a more effective critical reading of such knowledge systems.  As 
educators it is our moral responsibly to critical reflect on how we define and produce normalcy and 
what political agenda is served by our actions.  As a society we must become more conscious of how 
we define agency, power, and success; reflecting on who we allow or deny access to those 
positionings and why.   
For we have, built into all of us, old blueprints of expectation and response, old structures of 
oppression, and these must be altered at the same time as we alter the living conditions 
which are a result of those structures.  For the master’s tools will never dismantle the 
master’s house.  




In order to present a more detailed summary of the research I will now revisit my original research 
questions: 
1. What do traditional femininities look like in the secondary school environment?   
2. What do non-traditional femininities look like? 
3. How do girls account for how they negotiate gains and losses in taking up non-traditional 
femininities? 
• What do they give up? 
• What supports and enables them to resist? 
• How are they using these supports? 
 
Research question #1:  What do traditional femininities look like? 
There are numerous examples in this thesis of how traditional femininities emerge in the school 
spaces of SJB.  Mediated through local school discourses of ‘hard working girls just getting on with it’ 
often used by teachers and students to reward passive academic compliance, many of the girls of 
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SJB remain silent or become erased as exemplified by the three ‘Invisible powerpoint girls’ in 
Business class.  Because their gender (and a possible combination of intersectionalities) bar them 
from discourses of success in these spaces, they cannot access power in their local hierarchy.  
Instead, their strong academic skills are erased while their physical presence is ignored.  These girls 
make meaning of the discourses that suggest their lower status in the classroom caste system as 
well as their social value in their school community through their accommodation of such passive 
positions.  Any attempt to challenge this positioning would likely place these girls into perceived acts 
of rebellion.  Such positionings are quite likely outside of the performances they are comfortable 
inhabiting based on the social capital and the influencing pull of their intersectionalities.   
Similar discourses of passivity encourage the ‘Good at Spanish girl’ to duck away from peer 
suggestions of academic prowess in Spanish language class.  As girls meet with discourses that teach 
them ‘not to show off’ their skills, they learn not to reach for positions of success.  Girls who resist 
these discourses and attempt to shine, such as the ‘Ninja gymnasts,’ learn lessons in humility as they 
battle these discourses, and even each other, for the limited moments of school stardom available 
to girls.  Similar lessons are taught to the ‘Quiz girls’ as they begin to taste success in their 
presentation.  Becoming more confident as they receive support from the other girls in their 
classroom, they sense a shift in the ‘physics of power’ in the local social narrative.  Unfortunately, 
they are quickly reminded of the gendered boundaries of their success as the teacher restores the 
homeostasis of the androcentric classroom by policing them back to passive femininities.  The girls 
make meaning of the limiting gender discourses in the teacher’s actions as seen in the loss and 
disappointment on their faces.  We do not have sufficient data to determine how often this process 
happens in their lives, but it is clear this is not a new experience for the ‘Quiz girls.’  It can be argued 
that the cumulative effect and repetition of these limiting discourses may contribute to the 
effectiveness of the girls’ censure and their resulting accommodation of traditional femininities.  A 
possible example of such agentic fatigue is the ‘Boxing girl.’  It appears her fight has all but gone as 
she learns that she cannot compete with the gender hierarchy in boxing.  She chooses instead to 
spend most of her free time sleeping.  I argue that all of these positionings emerge from the power 
of the limiting discourses of traditional femininities from which girls learn to forge their identities. 
 
Research question #2: what do non-traditional femininities look like? 
Non-traditional femininities can also be viewed emerging in the classroom, displayed through 
multiple forms of agency and resistance to power subverting gender discourses.  Examples include:  
Alice’s agentic attempt to assert her power in a similar way to her male classmates as she attempts 
227 
 
to destabilize perceived social inequalities in the classroom. Dallie’s laddish attempts to access male 
privilege show how she attempts to circumvent femininities to access more power in her local 
community. Sheena’s confidence in her athletic abilities and her right to the sporting pitch are 
supported by her own understanding of herself as a capable and confident TCK.  River’s advanced 
understanding of gender and sexuality allow them to agentically deconstruct the binary discourses 
that co-create gender and power even through the desegregation of toilet spaces.  Mary’s ability to 
deconstruct sexist discourses in the science lab provides her with the agency to disrupt the power of 
such discourses while the same skills help Molly to resist discourses of inevitable female 
victimization.      
 
Research Question #3:  How do girls account for how they negotiate gains and losses in taking up 
non-traditional femininities? 
Refusing to be policed back into traditional passivity, Alice appears to sacrifice her ‘good girl’ status 
as well as her academic learning as she is banished from the classroom.  How the gendered double 
standard of the mediation of these discourses takes its toll on Alice over time is impossible to know, 
but during observation she appears to have two main positionings to choose from: return to 
accommodation of femininities or be socially ostracised.  How often Alice challenges these 
discourses is data outside the scope of this project.  Will she learn to accommodate feminine 
passivity or learn to position herself as a kind of delinquent?   
When faced with a similar choice, Dallie chooses delinquent and finds freedom and power in 
performing laddish masculinities.  This is a choice that also serves as a positive intersection with her 
identification with her family’s working-class background, making it a supported form of resistance 
for Dallie.  Sheena agentically expresses social agility and adaptivity, finding strength through her 
identification as a TCK.  She learns to express her athletic skills through a strong, healthy body, 
shunning the humility and passivity of traditional femininities on the sporting pitch.  Sheena’s 
resistance is also supported by her family’s narrative of multi-cultural strength.  She is less 
dependent on her peer culture for acceptance, even though she may be risking her constitution as a 
desirable female through the male gaze based on her powerful athletic performance. 
River risks and accepts social abjectification through their expression of fluid gender and sexuality. 
River is also less dependent on their school culture as they develop adjunct support from their LGBT 
community.  River learns there is agency in optically decentring the binary narratives of ‘normal’ to 
claim a space for themselves in the story.  River’s advanced understanding of gender leads them to 
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resists any form of gendering, realizing the relationship of these categories to power.  River 
maintains their right to define themselves as an agentic vehicle to their own version of power. Their 
ability to deconstruct the politics of social power helps them to debunk and deflect the discourses 
that attempt to police their behaviour.  Mary and Molly also show an advanced understanding of 
sexism in their school environment which allows them to critically reflect on the meanings they 
make of socially mediating discourses.  Recognizing the discourses that bar her from success in the 
science lab, Mary chooses to sacrifice her place to find an environment where she can be 
constituted as capable.  Molly deconstructs how society supports male aggression to fight for the 
rights of her victimized friend and finds her own power.  It could be argued that the ability to 
deconstruct sexist discourses allows these girls to deflect the disempowerment involved in 
traditional feminine positionings.  As Weedon (1997) states: 
In the battle for subjectivity and for the supremacy of particular versions of meaning, which 
is part of that battle, the individual is not merely the passive site of discursive struggle.  The 
individual, who has a memory and an already discursively constituted sense of identity may 
resist particular interpellations or produce new versions of meaning from the conflicts and 
contradictions between existing discourses.  Knowledge of more than one discourse and the 
recognition that meaning is plural allows for measure of choice on the part of the individual, 
and even where choice is not available, resistance is still possible. 
(Weedon, 1997, p 102) 
There are a number of dominant discourses the girls are negotiating in this school environment.  
Because power is gendered in our society, the overarching discourse of girls as less powerful remains 
prominent as exampled in almost all of the interviews and focus groups.  Another dominant 
discourse challenged by Alice is the message that any resistance to passive femininities is rebellion.  
This discourse effectively limits anyone who does not have the confidence, social capital or social 
support to be viewed as rebellious. Ms Lynn does her best to calculate the formidable and 
disappointing odds of the girls’ success in circumventing these challenges.   
We also see discourses of girls as objects of consumption as Melissa uses her social capital of 
physical attractiveness and heterosexual performances with Jack to gain power in the classroom.  
Melissa makes meaning of these discourses as agentic vehicles to the local hierarchy, seemingly 
aware that this power is highly relational. Melissa does not appear aware that this power is based on 
a dangerous double bind inherent in the empowerment of sexuality as her autonomy is now held 
like a carrot on a stick by the masculine discourses that have provided the power.  Unfortunately, 
the same stick carries the potential for her victimization (Irigaray, 1985).  Such discourses also 
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suggest to the other girls that their physical consumption by males is more valuable than their 
academic contributions in the classroom as indicated by the difference in power between Melissa 
and the ‘Invisible powerpoint girls.’ 
There are also many discourses regulating space as boys are allowed to move more freely and police 
the inclusion or exclusion of others.  These discourses emerge most clearly on the sporting pitch and 
in the science lab, suggesting through power and representation who is entitled to rule those spaces 
and who is an interloper to them.  Discourses of inclusion and exclusion that work to optically centre 
and frame who is ‘normal’ and who is not are also expressed in the interviews of River and the non-
gendered toilets of SJB.  Who determines admittance or exclusion to spaces is a significant form of 
power and social capital that is most often gendered.  As boys are allowed to police these spaces 
they learn to internalize and naturalize this type of power over the autonomy of others.  The social 
messages that transmit this type of power bleed dangerously into discourses of male entitlement to 
aggression as evidenced in the attack of Molly’s friend.  Discourses of male aggression and female 
victimization serve to further polarize the local hierarchy as the boys are privileged with the ultimate 
power to dehumanize.  As the girls learn the many challenges of asserting power in the school’s 
caste system they are reminded that the punishment of physical/sexual assault can always be 
wielded against them.  Boys also learn the significance of this power as the trump card to the gender 
stratification of the social hierarchy.    
 
Contribution to knowledge 
While the current literature does consider how gender hierarchies are created and supported in 
school environments it rarely looks in detail at how girls articulate their resistance to being 
positioned into traditional femininities.  This research strives to extend the current understandings 
of this process by looking at the nuances of how the girls of SJB negotiate their local positionings by 
offering a more detailed excavation of the social processes that influence gender inequalities.  By 
considering how the girls of SJB successfully challenge their local discourses to step outside the 
gendered boxes constructed in school spaces, it is possible to consider how we may provide support 
and resources to the many other girls struggling with similar challenges. In drawing out the detailed 
nuances of how these girls interpret and navigate the localized knowledge that establishes their 
gendered boundaries in school spaces this research strives to help calibrate the eye of the reader to 




As evidenced by this research, despite their best intentions through a sincere commitment to 
progressive inclusion, SJB continues to reinforce and naturalize the traditional gender discourses 
that result in inequalities in classroom spaces.  As a school community, SJB has strongly embraced an 
ethos of inclusion of diversity in its educational environment.  Their truly noble efforts are expressed 
even architecturally through the goal of creating school spaces that are more safe and inclusive.  Yet, 
the challenge to equality remains embedded within the social frameworks that obscure our 
understandings of it.  We cannot respond to inequalities that we cannot perceive.  It is imperative 
that we learn to develop critical reflexivity to our cultural knowledge systems or we are destine to 
reproduce these inequalities as we remain imprisoned by glass walls that reflect a historically 
skewed version of ‘normal.’ 
Through this detailed exploration of how SJB optically frames or essentializes the vantage point and 
experience of male bodies as more normal…more successful…more strong…more naturally brilliant 
than female bodies it is possible to reveal the strangeness of this naturalizing process.  Despite the 
amount of brightly coloured posters hanging in school hallways, until the centrings of ‘normal’ are 
regularly and critically interrogated the frameworks will return to their historic and inequitable 
cultural shapes.  Girls will continue to slip from the centring of our optical frames resulting in the 
disruption of their agency and the loss of potential for newer and more egalitarian narratives and 
practices to be centred.   
 
Implications for further research   
This research suggests that the ability to recognize how inequalities are built into the frameworks of 
our social systems and to learn to see the ‘strange’ in what has historically been presented as 
‘normal’ is imperative if we are to create more equitable educational spaces.  Based on this 
assertion, several implications for further study emerged from this research: 
1. The importance of teaching girls to recognize and understand naturalized gender bias.  
2. The importance of training school staff to recognize and respond to gender bias in the 
classroom. 
3. Further exploration of how masculinities are constructed, their relationship to femininities 
and how that relationship constructs classroom hierarchies based on the relational nature of 
power. 
The importance of teaching girls to recognize and understand naturalized gender bias.   
Davies (1993) suggests that when girls learn to understand the process through which they are 
oppressed they become more able to resist it.  As girls learn to deconstruct gender discourses in 
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their social interactions the falseness of essentialist narratives becomes exposed, activating new 
and empowering narratives (Duetsch, 2007).  According to Currie, Kelly and Pomerantz (2009): 
Critical literacy includes the ability to recognize the constructed nature of our social world 
and of competing knowledge claims about it.  Incorporated into public school curriculum, 
critical literacy can help both girls and boys interrogate how gendered, classed, and 
radicalized constructions, in particular, position them in specific ways while at the same time 
invoking personal responsibility for the outcome. 
(Currie, Kelly and Pomerantz, 2009, p 28) 
It is also important to further explore our understandings of agency and power and how those 
understandings may be gendered.  As this research shows girls’ agentic acts of resistance to 
traditional femininities are often recognized and responded to as acts of rebellion.  Reflecting on our 
personal reactions to girls’ resistance is important in order to learn to denaturalize our internalized 
gender expectations.  Learning to recognize when girls are resisting being positioned into traditional 
femininities is necessary to avoid reinforcing such positioning and is a prerequisite to providing them 
the necessary support for their agentic attempts at social change.   
Continued exploration of girls’ agentic resistance can serve to support them as they ‘wake up’ and 
move away from sexist discourses that limit their social positions and even their very understanding 
of themselves.  We need to be more than just ‘proper feminist’ who calculate the odds that they will 
ever be considered ‘remarkable.’ In fact, we must redefine ‘remarkable’ to engulf more forms of 
female behaviour rather than to expose femininity to constant critique, delegitimizing it as an 
imposter to success because of its binary opposition to maleness.  The ‘second sex’ category humans 
are exposed to because of the sexed body they inhabit imprisons these humans to a predetermined 
lower place on the social hierarchy even before acknowledgement of their skills and contributions.   
The girls of SJB expressed agency in a myriad of ways.  Alice sacrificed her Spanish language 
classroom learning and risked constitution as a rebel in order to attempt to gain similar classroom 
privileges and rights as Dean.  Dallie utilized the position of rebel to gain access to power and 
privilege normally allowed to boys performing laddish behaviours. Sheena risked the perceived value 
and commodification of her sexual viability in order to claim her power on the sporting pitch.   River 
challenged the school boundaries of ‘normal’ to find an experience that felt congruent to how they 
understood themselves.  Each of these agentic articulations that moved outside traditional 
femininities were perceived by some school staff as forms of rebellion while similar behaviours by 
boys did not seem to be perceived or sanctioned in the same ways.  How we perceive and respond 
to girls’ agency is an important step on the road to gender equality.      
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A significant agentic articulation commonly expressed by the girls of SJB was the belief that they 
deserved equality.  As stated by Currie et al. (2004) in their study of the ‘Park Gang’, the expectation 
of equality may be an important prelude to the resistance of traditional femininities.  The link 
between agency and a belief in the right to equality also emerges in the work of Weisgram and 
Bigler (2007) as their research shows an increased interest in science in girls who learn about 
inequalities in STEM fields.  In claiming the right to discourses of equality, girls are displaying forms 
of agency to legitimize their own voices (Hey, 1997; Kristeva, 2014).  
Other forms of support were also articulated by the girls of SJB.  These articulations were used to 
construct the Gender Performance Wheel.  Family and peer expectations played an obvious role in 
this process.  Sheena articulated agency through her family history of third culture kids.  Dallie’s 
working class family positively reflected and supported her efforts to seek laddish forms of power.  
River’s online LGBTQ community supported them in their agentic goals to define their value outside 
their school community, shunning the local limiting definitions of ‘normal.’  Support is significant to 
such agentic acts as these acts require courage, commitment and determination.  Further 
consideration to how we may provide conditions and resources that support this form of change for 
girls is crucial to gender equality. 
It may be possible for schools to provide additional educational opportunities for students to learn 
about and address social inequalities along with peer and mentor support.  Putting such resources 
into place in school spaces is an act of recognition and valuation of girls’ agency signifying the 
importance of this process. The data from this research will be utilized to create a learning 
curriculum for a website including tools to recognize, understand and deconstruct forms of gender 
bias.  The goal of this project is to encourage and support girls’ acts of agency through an online 
community of learning and support.  Providing additional resources may further the agenda of 
awareness and change regarding social equalities in education.  
The importance of training school staff to recognize and respond to gender bias in the classroom.  
This research also suggests the importance of teaching educators to understand and address gender 
inequalities.  I return to my first meeting with the Head Teacher of SJB evidencing how proud he was 
to tell me there was no gender inequality at his school.  This was not an attempt to deceive me as a 
researcher.  His assertion was simply based in his inability to recognize such inequalities.  SJB 
displayed more commitment to the progressive values of inclusion than any school I have ever 
worked with.  In my experience, it was an exemplary school with a very committed staff.  I have 
nothing but the highest opinion of this educational organization for their incredible work.   
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Of significance is that even this high performing school, committed to a strong ethos of diversity, is 
still ill-equipped to recognize and address certain levels of inequality because our society constructs 
them as normal.  Until teachers and school staff are better able to recognize the discourses that 
maintain social inequalities they will continue to unknowingly reproduce them and pass them on like 
crippling legacies to their students.  
Indeed, further excavations of our unconscious beliefs surrounding gender as a social category is 
clearly needed. It is the goal of this research to utilize this data to advance the resources available to 
educators to learn to more effectively support gender equality in school spaces.  A series of case 
studies based on this data providing further insight as to how girls resist traditional gender 
expectations is in process to be used for speaking and training on gender inequalities with 
educators.  Also in development is a teacher training in the form of a play utilizing this data to 
explain how gender inequalities occur in school spaces.  Creating experiential plot and characters 
through the girls’ interviews which describe their lived experiences of gender inequalities, this play 
strives to employ theatrical interaction as a learning component.  As stated by Bloor and Bloor 
(2013) prejudice can often go unnoticed by those who are not impacted by it making it difficult for 
them to recognize and address. The goal of this theatrical emersion is to develop empathy and 
understanding to forms of gender inequality in those who may not have previously experienced this 
form of oppression.   
Further exploration of how masculinities are constructed, their relationship to femininities and how 
that relationship constructs classroom hierarchies based on the relational nature of power.  
I also suggest that the relational nature of power requires further excavation regarding its 
relationship to gender inequalities.  It can be argued that the capillarity nature of power (Foucault, 
1982) activates social narratives to work like a living organism fighting to survive.  Like our physical 
bodies, when attacked by a virus, they shift and move to protect themselves from possible 
annihilation.  We sense the movement, its gravity and its sanction or censure, and move with it to 
maintain our personal harmonies and resonance with our system.  It is possible that our 
understanding of social knowledge is at a more energetic/symbolic level linked to our concepts of 
survival.  We learn to read situations and make meaning of our own power and resulting safety in 
order to survive.  Further research regarding the relational nature of power, how it serves to 
construct power hierarchies, and how that informs the meaning we make about our places in the 
world could prove useful to the field of social science.  Developing effective language to 
comprehensively describe this process could advance our ability to recognize and confront the social 
narratives that normalize inequalities.  
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My original research questions focused exclusively on the experiences of girls. I did not include the 
perspective of boys because of the time limitations for this project.  However, in consideration of the 
relational nature of power and the naturalization of male privilege which exists in our social 
structures how boys come to learn and adhere to socially constructed categories of masculinities is 
significant to the eradication of gender inequality. Further detailed research into how boys learn to 
understand masculinities and femininities, particularly how they come to expect the corresponding 
unearned social advantages and privileges of being born into male bodies is clearly warranted. I 
believe there is a significant correlation between our social understandings of masculinity and power 
that result in the expression of toxic masculinities of aggression and violence.  
As suggested by Yoder and Kahn (1992) ‘power differences frequently underlie what appear to be 
gender differences in behaviour; as society is currently configured, power and gender are never 
independent’ (p 381).  Power is often conflated with domination.  Such power can become 
masculinized and privileged mainly to white males in our society.  As this research shows, the girls of 
SJB are often barred from asserting these forms of discursive power based on their gender and other 
intersectionalities.  I concur with Bandura’s (1989) argument that true empowerment is reflected 
through self-mastery and self-efficacy.  This form of power is often displayed by the girls, but then 
becomes feminized and delegitimized to maintain the narrative of male supremacy.  It is important 
that we learn to deconstruct and resist these types of narratives.  Further exploration and 
interrogation into how we define power as a society is needed as these unconscious beliefs appear 
to directly impact the social hierarchies that create and support oppression.  I hope to secure future 
research funding to further excavate this process. 
 
Concluding reflections 
As Paetcher (2006) explains, our society treats gender as an identity, an internal quality free from 
the experience of social constitution.  It is important that we take into account how the 
poststructural plurality of subjectivities destroys the comfort of essentialist concepts exposing the 
fluidity of identities as they shift and change with culture (St. Pierre, 2000).  Who we, as educators, 
allow to determine authoritative accounts is absolutely an issue of social power (Lather, 1988).  How 
we define social power is another issue we must interrogate.  
This research suggests that as educators we must learn to develop our own critical reflexivity to our 
internal knowledge systems in relation to globally circulating knowledges (Connell, 2009) or we will 
remain limited by our historical framings of ‘normal’ through the disciplinary process of a social 
panopticon.  I argue that until people born into female bodies or identifying as female are allowed a 
fuller spectrum of behaviour and social roles, gender inequality cannot be addressed.  Because 
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inequality is obscured through the naturalization of these social roles, the vehicle to address them is 
learning and teaching deconstruction.  Just like the girls in the science workshops who learned about 
sexism were more able to challenge these notions, we must learn and teach how to disrupt the 
sexist social narratives that become indoctrinated into our belief systems as children.  Learning to 
‘unlearn’ or deconstruct forms of sexism that we have previously internalized is key.  We must 
disrupt the legacy of inequality we teach in schools and provide support for change, because as 
primary spaces of social learning, educational spaces are pivotal to this work. 
This ethnographic narrative is not presented as any form of universal ‘truth’ but instead as a 
snapshot of individual truths, fluid and swimming in the current of one social location/community of 
practice with the goal of highlighting the power relationships that create and enforce gender roles. 
From a critical ethnographic perspective, I hope I have been effective in highlighting some of the 
systemic supports that create and reproduce social inequalities.  From a constructionist framework I 
hope I have promoted a form of critical inquiry that moves outside of the safety of science and one 
correct answer, challenging the moral superiority of a singular truth that dominates and oppresses 
all other truth.  And from a personal philosophy, as one of the many, many individuals who have 
experienced the oppression of a singular truth that has never been mine, but which I have been 
forced to accommodate to survive, I hope this research promotes learning and critical reflection on 
the oppressive imperial effects of singular truths. 
The girls of SJB gave up their lunch breaks, their study time, their social time and their free time to 
provide the readers of this research with the rare opportunity to see them as optically centred 
within their own narratives.  It is my most sincere hope that I have portrayed them as the brave and 
successful heroes that they truly are.  Through this ethnography I have tried to highlight their 
experiences and voices, through my own voice as a researcher.  I now choose to yield my final words 
to a voice significantly more eloquent than my own:  
The interpretation of our reality through patterns not our own, serves only to make us ever 
more unknown, ever less free, ever more solitary….This, my friend, is the crux of our 
solitude. 
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I volunteer to participate in a research project conducted by Jennifer Roberts from University of 
Edinburgh. I understand that the project is designed to gather information about how gender affects 
learning. I will be one of approximately 30 people being interviewed for this research.  
 
My participation in this project is voluntary. I understand that I will not be paid for my participation. 
I may withdraw and discontinue participation at any time without having to give a reason. If I decline 
to participate or withdraw from the study, no one at my school will be told.  
 
I understand that most of the students being interviewed may find the discussion interesting and 
thought-provoking. If, however, I feel uncomfortable in any way during the interview session, I have 
the right to decline to answer any questions or to end the interview.  
 
Participation involves being interviewed by Jennifer. The interview will last approximately 30-45 
minutes.  Jennifer will make notes during the interview, and also make an audio recording of it. If I 
don't want to be recorded, I will not be able to participate in the study.  
 
I understand that Jennifer will not identify me by name in any reports using information obtained 
from this interview.  She will respect my privacy by making sure that all notes and recordings are 
stored securely. Teachers and administrators from my school will neither be present at the interview 
nor have access to notes or transcripts.  
  
I understand that this research study has been reviewed and approved by the School of Education 
Ethics Committee at the University of Edinburgh.  
 
I have read and understand the explanation provided to me. I have had all my questions answered 
to my satisfaction, and I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  
 
I have been given a copy of this consent form.  
 
 
____________________________ ________________________  
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Signature of Researcher  Date 
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Student Focus Group Questions: 
 
1.  Are there classes/subjects where there are more girls than boys? 
 
• Do you know why? 
• What makes a subject a boy’s subject or a girls? 
 
2.  Does it feel different if there are more boys than girls? 
 
3. Have you ever wanted to be in an all-girls/boys school? 
• Would it be better or worse? 
• What do you think would be different? 
 
4.  What are the 3 most important things about school? 
• Do you think if I asked a girl/boy they would say the same? 
 
5.  What is your opinion about uniforms? 
 
6. What do you do at lunch time? 
 
• Do you see each other outside of school? 
• If so, where? 
• What do you do? 
• Do you participate in extracurricular activities? 
• Do you have a boyfriend/girlfriend? 
 
7. As a girl/boy in this school, what would you change? 
 




Teacher Interview Questions: 
1. What is your name? Age?  
 
2. What is your teaching subject? 
 
3. How long have you been a teacher? How long have you worked in this school? 
 
4. What is the gender balance in your classroom? Does this alter in different year groups? 
 
5. Do you have a seating plan? If ‘yes’, do you have a gender rationale for it? If ‘no’, how do pupils 
choose to seat themselves? Are there patterns discernible? Does this depend on their age? 
 
6. Do you find there are different challenges to teaching boys and girls? Tell me about these… 
 
7. Give me some examples of typical ‘boy’ behaviours? 
 
8. Give me examples of typical ‘girl’ behaviours?   
 
9. Have you noticed any differences in the ways boys/girls respond to particular kinds of activities, 
learning tasks or pedagogical approaches? 
 
10.  Do you ever alter your teaching and management of the class depending on whether you are dealing 
with boys/girls? Give me an example… 
 
11. Do you notice any difference in achievement, effort, or attainment according to gender and/or age? 
 






Appendix  5 
 
 
Research Project Title: 
What enables girls to resist emphasised femininities in the school environment? 
Aims of the Research: 
• To explore gender message girls pick up in their school culture and how these messages are 
constructed through social knowledge. 
• The influences that shape the girls’ ability to accommodate disrupt or displace dominant 
gender message, and the structures that support them to do this. 
Benefits of the Research to Schools: 
I believe this research is important to the recognition and support of healthy teenage identity 
development, and could have considerable implications for social change in the world of education 
through awareness and support of new knowledge created by girls. 
Research Plan and Method: 
Permission will be sought from the students and their parents prior to participation in the research.  
All information collected will be treated in the strictest confidence and neither the school nor 
individual learners will be identifiable in any written material.  Students may withdraw from the study 
at any time.  The role of the school is voluntary and the Head Teacher may decide to withdraw the 
school’s participation at any time.  If a student requires support as a result of their participation in the 
project steps can be taken to facilitate this. 
School Involvement: 
Following school consent I will 
• Arrange for consent forms to be sent to students’ parents. 
• Arrange a time with your school to carry out the project. 
Invitation to Participate: 
If you would like more information, please do not hesitate to contact me. If, following further 
discussion, you would like your school to participate, please indicate this in the accompanying letter 
and return to me via email or post by way of consent. Procedures concerning consent, confidentiality 
and anonymity will be discussed in full with you prior to completing this form.  
Jennifer Roberts, PhD student 
1.11 Thompson’s Land 
School of Education 










Dear Head Teacher, 
 
My name is Jennifer Roberts and I am a PhD student in the School of Education at the University of Edinburgh.  
I am conducting research examining gender in secondary schools under the supervision of Dr. Shereen 
Benjamin shereen.bejamin@ed.ac.uk.  I am writing to ask whether your school would be interested in 
participating in this research. 
 
This research will be looking at how girls’ formation of their gendered identities affects their learning. There are 
three parts to this project and participation in this project is based on Head Teacher, parent and student consent. 
• In the first part, approximately 40 female students aged 15-16 will be observed in their classrooms.  
(approximately 8-10 classroom observations, lasting around 1 hour each) 
•  In the second part, groups of 3-4 female students will be invited to participate in a focus group 
(approximately 30 minutes each) 
• Finally, 6-8 female students from the focus groups will be invited to participate in an individual 
interview (lasting approximately 1 hour each) 
 
I aim to conduct the classroom observations in September and complete the focus groups and interviews before 
January, with the goal of completing everything by February of 2016 at the latest.  All scheduling will be 
coordinated in advance and will be completely flexible to the logistical needs of the school.  This project has 
received ethical approval from the School of Education Ethics Committee, University of Edinburgh.   
 
Following completion of the project, I will write a brief report for the school, detailing my findings (but assuring 




Jennifer Roberts  ___________________________________________________________ 
Note of consent   (Please provide any student inclusion/exclusion criteria.)  
Name of School:  ___________________________________________________________ 
Name of Head Teacher:  _____________________________________________________ 
Signature of Head Teacher:  __________________________________________________
Jennifer Roberts, PhD student 
1.11 Thompson’ Land 
School of Education 

















My name is Jennifer Roberts and I am a doctoral candidate in the School of Education at the 
University of Edinburgh.  I am conducting research examining gender within secondary educational 
settings under the supervision of Dr. Shereen Benjamin shereen.bejamin@ed.ac.uk.  I am writing 
to ask your permission to observe student behaviour in your classroom. 
 
My research in your classroom will be strictly observational and will not involve direct interaction 
or contact with the students outside their typical daily routine and activities.  I will not be 
removing any students from the classroom. 
 
I may be using written notes and audio recorders to track information.  The students will not be 
identified by name and all observational material will be erased or destroyed at the completion of 
the project. 
 
I will create an observational schedule based on your input and the logistical needs of your 
classroom.  At the end of my research I will write a brief report for the school, detailing my 
findings (but ensuring student anonymity).   
 
Your willingness to participate will allow me to observe and measure gender related behaviours 
and events to collect data to measure frequency and duration.  I believe this research is important 
to the recognition and support of healthy teenage identity development, and could have 
considerable implications for social change in the world of education.  It is my hope that our 





Jennifer Roberts _________________________________ 
 
Note of Consent  
 
Name of School:___________________________________ 
 
Name of Teacher:__________________________________ 
 
Signature of Teacher:_______________________________ 
 
Date:____________________________________________
Jennifer Roberts, PhD student 
1.11 Thompson’s Land 
School of Education 











I am a doctoral student in the School of Education at the University of Edinburgh.  I am interested in 
understanding more about the opinions and views of secondary school students regarding gender and 
how it affects learning so that schools know how best to support their students.   I believe this 
research is important to healthy teenage development and may have implications for social change in 
the world of education. 
 
I will be conducting research in the form of classroom observations, focus groups and interviews at 
your child’s school in the school year 2015-2016.  Student participation is completely voluntary and 
anonymous.  If you have questions or would like further information about this project please feel free 
to contact me at jennifer.roberts.ed.ac.uk or my supervisor Dr. Shari Sabeti at shari.sabeti@ed.ac.uk.  
This project has received ethical approval from the School of Education Ethics Committee, University 
of Edinburgh. 
 
Thank you for your time and consideration.  I hope you will allow your child to participate in this 
project, please fill out and return the below form. 
 





I understand that Jennifer Roberts will be conducting the above study at my child’s school.  
 
I give permission for my child to be included in this study.  
 
____________________________________________________________________ 
Signed (Parent/Guardian)  
 
Please ask your child to return this form to their school within one week of 
receipt.
Jennifer Roberts, PhD student 
1.11 Thompson’s Land 
School of Education 














Introduction to Head June 18th, 2015  
Model UN June 24th   
MUN Sept. 17th   
Modern Studies Sept. 18th 6th 
MS Sept. 18th 4th 
MS Sept. 22nd 4th 
MS Sept. 22nd 5th 
MUN Sept. 23rd  
MS Sept. 23rd 6th 
MS Sept. 23rd 4th 
MS Sept. 29th 4th 
Physical Education Sept. 30th 5th & 6th 
MUN Oct. 1st  
MS Oct. 2nd 4th 
MS Oct. 2nd 3rd 
PE Oct. 2nd 5th & 6th  
Craft and Design Oct. 6th 5th & 6th 
MS Oct. 27th 4th 
MS Oct. 27th 5th 
MS Oct. 27th 3rd 
MS Nov. 6th 4th 
English Nov. 18th 5th 
PE Feb. 1st Dance S2 
Spanish Feb. 1st S2 
PE Feb. 1st Volleyball S4 
PE Feb. 1st Football S4 
PE Feb. 2nd Country Dancing 5&6 
PE Feb. 2nd Sports leadership 5&6 
PE Feb. 2nd  Gymnastics S1 
PE Feb. 3rd National Theory 6 
PE Feb. 3rd National theory 5 
PE Feb. 4th Register 5th & 6th 
PE Feb. 4th Rugby 3rd 
PE Feb. 4th Gymnastics S1 
PE Feb. 5th Rugby 5th & 6th 
PE Feb. 5th Basketball 5th & 6th 
PE Feb. 5th Dance 5th & 6th 
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Science March 2nd Physics 2nd 
Science March 2nd Physics 3rd 
Science March 2nd Physics-advanced higher 
Science March 3rd Physics 5th  
Science March 4th Physics 4th 
Science March 4th  Chem 2nd 
Science March 4th Physics 4th 
   
   
   
   
FOCUS GROUPS: DATES: NUMBER AND AGE: 
#1 Nov. 13th 6 girls/17 yo 
#2 Nov. 20th 2 girls/12 yo 
#3 Nov. 20th 3 girls/15 yo 
#4 Nov.  3 girls/15 yo 
#5 (changed to individual interview)  
#6 Dec. 3rd 2 girls/16 yo 
   
   
INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEWS: DATES: AGE: 
#1  Dec. 8th 16 
#2  Jan. 7th 2016 17 
#3  Jan. 17th 17 
#4  Jan. 17th 17 
#5 Jan. 17th 17 
#6  Feb 2nd 14 
#7  Feb 2nd 17 
 
TEACHER INTERVIEWS: DATES: SUBJECT: 
#1 Dec. 3rd Modern Studies 
#2 Jan. 19th 2016 PE 
#3 Jan. 19th  Modern Studies 
#4 Jan. 23rd Dept Head 
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Appendix  10 
Research participant request: 
 
WHAT’S IT LIKE TO BE A 
GIRL AT SJB SCHOOL? 
 
 
Would you like to be part of a research project that looks at girls’ experiences?  
 Your participation would involve a 30-60 minute group interview with two of 
your friends. 
 
Your knowledge and contribution could have considerable implications for 
social change in the world of education.  
 
This research has ethical approval from the University of Edinburgh and is being 
conducted by Jennifer Roberts, PhD student. 
 
If you are interested in participating please ask Ms H for 













The beautiful faces that inspired this research project
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
